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    Families are never what they appear to be. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    One 
 
    Jor shuddered. The wilderness of southern Tregaron had been her home for three moons since the encounter outside the walls south of Woodpine, and she still was no closer to finding Lailoken. Forced to flee after the dragons destroyed the meeting with the Kull Naga, she and the remaining dragonslayers travelled far from those lands. Deep within her bones, she knew Lailoken was alive. He had to be. 
 
    “Jor, are you gonna eat that?” Belthos asked. He sat on the opposite side of the raging fire. The flames flickered, offering light in the early dark of winter. Snow blanketed the land and a bitter wind swept across the barren fields. 
 
    When they fled the plain, Jor escaped with the former Magus novice Belthos and the crossbowmen Tozgan and Ori. The four of them barely managed to live off the land far from Tregaron, fearing the Kull Naga Myrthyd had a price on their heads. Food scarcity was difficult for all of them. 
 
    “No, go ahead. You need it.” 
 
    Belthos had grown exponentially in his magical abilities even without supervision from the Order. His raw talents were improving. It was common to see him off in the distance waving his hands, the stone around his neck glowing. The more time he spent harnessing the powers, the more energy he expended. They had to increase their hunt in order to keep him going and have food for themselves, which was no easy task in winter, especially with decreasing food sources. 
 
    Between worrying about Lailoken and what she’d done, Jor wasn’t hungry. 
 
    Tozgan sat next to her. He pulled off his cap, twisted it, and put it back on. “Jor, I know you want to make sure he’s got the energy he needs to continue, but what about you? Don’t you need your strength?” 
 
    “I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine. Really. I know my limits.” 
 
    “Sure, but you don’t know when we’ll eat again. You know the hunt has been dwindling. Winter’s heart is upon us and our food grows sparse.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said in a quiet voice. She rested her hands on her knees and watched the dancing flames leap from the wood in front of her. Frigid winds swirled around them, forcing ashes into the air. The fire crackled, embers glowing and fading. 
 
    Lailoken, she thought. I will find you. I have to avenge my actions.  
 
    Tozgan gave up trying to get her to eat and the three men finished their meal quietly as Jor stared blankly into the fire. 
 
    The night grew darker and the fire died down. The men retired to their blankets for difficult sleep in the frigid night. Jor huddled under her own blanket, hoping to rid her mind of the guilt for what she’d done to her friend. Time did nothing to heal her wound. 
 
    But it wasn’t you; it was the Kull, she told herself. No matter how it happened, it was her hands that thrust the blade into his chest. It was her hands that tore the Blood Stone from him and handed it to Myrthyd. Alushia witnessed her father’s downfall at Jor’s hands. No, it wouldn’t be soon that she’d forgive herself. And that’s why she pursued Lailoken. To beg forgiveness and make things right. She’d already lost Darlonn. She’d not lose Lailoken, too. 
 
    The dark night gave way to morning’s rays, and Jor stoked the fire, waking the rest of the group. She slept little and worried much, but that was her lot. 
 
    “You’re going to need your rest,” Belthos said, stepping next to her. It had only been three moons, but the boy seemed to age by years. He used to be scared and timid, but since Driano’s murder at Myrthyd’s hands and their escape from the fight, Belthos had grown up in front of her. He was a good ten to fifteen years younger than she, but since his continued training with his powers, he matured quite a bit and had an air of a Magus about him, even though he had denounced the Order a while back. 
 
    “I’ll take my rest when I’m dead, if Meanos will have me. There’s too much to do now for me to waste it in slumber. If I slept half as long as you three, I’d never get anything done.” She punched his arm and winked. 
 
    “Fine; do as you will. I swear, you’re not doing yourself any favors. Rest makes a man strong and wise.” 
 
    “Is that what’s wrong with you?” she asked, smiling. He waved a hand at her dismissively and gathered his belongings, clanking pans and utensils. Soon Ori and Tozgan stirred. 
 
    It took Tozgan a few moments to get out from under his blankets. Though Belthos had healed him, the boy’s powers in the craft weren’t proficient and the slayer still had lingering pain from his injury. When Belthos tried to heal him again, he flatly refused, wary the boy would do more harm than good. 
 
    “Here, let me help,” Ori said extending his hand. At first, Tozgan waved him off. 
 
    “Get that away from me! I can take care of myself!” He struggled. Ori waited. Eventually he accepted the offer. 
 
    “I hate that I can’t do things like I used to.” 
 
    “Let the boy heal you! How many times do we have to go over this?” 
 
    “Pah! That boy won’t be touching me unless a limb was hanging from my body, and even then I might think twice about it.” 
 
    “Pride will get you killed,” Belthos said, interrupting them. “I can heal you. I’ve been training since I first tried to help. I’m sure I can fix it now.” 
 
    Tozgan shuffled back from the boy. “No, no. You keep that power to yourself. I’ll let you know when I decide to let you practice on me. I’ve made it this far, and I’ll be fine a bit longer.” 
 
    “Have it your way. I’m stronger in it now. You’ll be surprised what I can do.” 
 
    Belthos left them to finish packing. Jor watched it all and wondered how she managed to get saddled with such a misfit group. 
 
    The two crossbowmen were hired to join their group with the lure of riches for their duty. Why they continued to stay with her while the prospect of payment vanished with Driano’s death, she’d hadn’t figured out. She understood why Belthos stayed. Where else was he going to go? He broke from the Order and if he hadn’t, it’s not like Myrthyd would have accepted him back. The Kull was intent on killing all witnesses to him obtaining the Blood Stone, especially those of the Order. 
 
    “Boys, we’ve got ground to cover. Hurry up and let’s get moving,” Jor called.  
 
    Since the events on the plain, she kept them on a straight path westward. “To the dragons!” she called it. It was rumored that dragons congregated in the west just across the sea. If she were to find Lailoken, that was where she assumed he’d be. If not, then at least they were out of Tregaron, and none in the group disputed leaving. One of the last memories she had of Lailoken was of the giant Garnet dragon carrying him off with its smaller protectors. She’d kill that dragon. Other than rescuing Lailoken, nothing else mattered.  
 
    “Jor, we’re never gonna make it across that mountain today,” Ori said. He and Tozgan had gathered their belongings in the bag on their backs and stood next to her. Belthos was behind them, waving his hands as though swatting at invisible insects.  
 
    “Why don’t we take a ship instead of going the hard way?” Tozgan asked for the first time that day. When she announced her plan,  Tozgan insisted they sail across the sea to shorten their time. Jor flatly refused. She knew land. She knew mountains. They’d cross the Dragonback Mountains and take the long way. It took more time, but she was also more confident they’d arrive safely. 
 
    “Then stay here. You know my mission. You know what I plan to do. Go back. Beg for mercy from the Order. I’m sure Myrthyd is a forgiving soul.” 
 
    Belthos snorted. “Meanos knows better,” he said quietly.  
 
    “Listen to the boy. Myrthyd won’t be kind to either one of you. Don’t you remember the hate in his eyes? He meant to kill all of us. Only Driano knew his fierce anger.” She turned and headed for the base of the mountain ahead of them. Snow swirled around her, the bitter winds piercing their heavy coats. 
 
    “Wait up!” Belthos called out and rushed to join her.  
 
    Soon, the two crossbowmen followed. Tozgan grumbled, but Jor knew better. He’d come because he sensed adventure. If they were gonna stay with her, they had to follow her lead, no matter how wild it was. The thought made her smile.  
 
    The day wore on, winds blowing harshly. Overhead, a black figure crossed the crisp blue sky. 
 
    “Look!” Belthos cried, pointing skyward. All eyes went up, watching the dragon circle. Its enormous wings flapped soundlessly. It roared and the sound echoed through the mountains. It spewed a dark mist of acidic vapors. 
 
    “I hate those things,” Jor said, reaching back to grasp her sword’s pommel. It was a reflexive action, and when she realized it, she quickly let go.  
 
    “Aye, but they may be the source of our salvation from that boy Myrthyd,” Tozgan said. “I saw what happened that day. I’m no fool. Those dragons had every chance to slaughter all of us, but instead, they allowed us to escape.” 
 
    “And stole Lailoken away!” Jor retorted. 
 
    “True. However, maybe there was a reasonable explanation.” 
 
    “Are you turning soft on me? How many dragons have you helped kill?” 
 
    “That means nothing. Things are different. People can change. I’m not saying I think they’re noble creatures with pure intentions, but I do question the severity of their evilness, and I wonder if maybe we haven’t been led astray by the Order.” 
 
    The dragon roared again, flying off to the west. 
 
    “I don’t care what their intentions are or what we’ve been led to believe,” Jor started. “All I know is they stole Lailoken and I doubt it was for something good. The longer we go without finding him, the more worried I am they’ve done something terrible.” 
 
    Belthos stepped closer to Jor. “What about his daughter? Alushia, right? She left on a dragon’s back. Was she kidnapped or did she leave voluntarily? It seemed to me she went of her own accord.” 
 
    “I have no patience to debate this!” Jor replied. “All I know is Lailoken was taken by the Garnet, and I intend to find him. I will bring him back home where he belongs whether I have to fight an entire horde of dragons or not. Stay here for all I care. I’ll do it myself.” I’m the reason he’s gone, anyway. I owe it to him, she thought.  
 
    The day wore on, and the small band of slayers trekked through the snowy mountain passes until the way grew too treacherous. 
 
    “There’s shelter ahead. I suggest we stay there for the night and continue in the morning,” Jor called out over her shoulder. She didn’t turn to see if they were behind her. She led them across a small plain until they came to the side of the mountain where the wind had died down. 
 
    “Tonight we rest. Tomorrow we continue our quest. I need to know if all of you are still with me.” 
 
    One by one, the men nodded. 
 
    “Good. We have a long way to go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Two 
 
    Lailoken only saw blackness. Voices surrounded him, but they were muted and distant. His body ached. It felt worse than his massive hangover the morning after he and Etain were married. Never in his life had he felt so bad. When he moved, angry blasts of misery surged through his torso. His vision was blurry. He willed his arms to move, but they ignored him and remained at his sides. 
 
    Am I dead? he thought. The last thing he remembered was standing on the plain outside Woodpine, facing Myrthyd and refusing to hand over the Blood Stone.  
 
    Then Jor. 
 
    Did she kill me? She stabbed me. Why did she betray me? It couldn’t be true. She was his longtime friend. On more than one occasion, she had placed herself in mortal danger to save him. Why would she harm him now? 
 
    The foggy events made it difficult to piece together. Images flashed through his mind like paintings furiously thrust in front of him for only a moment before vaporizing into nothingness.  
 
    Driano lay on the ground with a massive hole in his chest.  
 
    Tower guards racing to the rest of his men in the forest.  
 
    Jor ready to kill him to obtain the Blood Stone. 
 
    Dragons. 
 
    The largest Garnet he’d ever seen and two other smaller Garnet dragons dropped from the sky. One lonely Garnet approached with a human on its back and a snowcat in its claws. 
 
    Alushia? What are you doing with a dragon? he thought. It couldn’t possibly be her. No daughter of his would dare side with the Drakku. It was cause for death. He wondered if these visions were real or imagined. They were so bizarre that they couldn’t possibly be real. 
 
    But yet… 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    That voice. The sweet timbre of the woman he loved. It couldn’t be! 
 
    “Etain?” he whispered, knowing it was folly on his part. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “It is I.” 
 
    Without seeing her, without holding her in his arms once again, he forced his excitement down, unwilling to believe it. 
 
    “How do you feel? Can you move?” 
 
    Lailoken concentrated on moving his hand, the one singular movement his sole focus. 
 
    “Don’t strain, my dear. You were gravely wounded. We rescued you and now you are safe. You’ve been sleeping for close to a full cycle of the moon. You’ll heal. Know that my love for you runs deep, deeper than any I’ve ever known.” 
 
    He felt a warm presence surround him, similar to the moment on the plain when he spoke with Myrthyd.  
 
    “Your injuries are severe, but my power is much greater. It will take time, but trust that you will return to health and I will be here when you do. No longer will we be apart.” 
 
    Lailoken tried desperately to open his eyes. For one brief moment he wanted to see the woman he had longed for over the years. He had never given up that she was alive, and now as she spoke to him—if it were truly her—he couldn’t lay eyes on her. The tease was almost too much, his heart weighted down under the agony of not knowing for sure it was her. 
 
    “Etain,” he managed to whisper once again. 
 
    “I’m here, my love. Always.” 
 
    He felt a hand run through his hair. It was such a simple motion, but the touch transported him to the past when Etain used to run her hands through his thick hair, her nails lightly running across his scalp. It had to be her! He strained to open his eyes, but the blackness remained. A deep, dark horrific void surrounded him, weighing on him. If this were Etain, he had to know! 
 
    “Sleep now. Your body will heal quicker if you do. No harm will come to you, I promise. You’re in my hands now.” 
 
    She stroked his hair again, the touch so long forgotten now forced his mind to believe that the voice speaking to him was his long-lost wife. 
 
    Lailoken felt the warmth surround him once again, and soon he fell asleep. 
 
    He had a difficult time discerning between reality and dream. Sometimes he saw interactions like a spectator to the events, and at other times, he experienced them through his own eyes. Every time, though, he noticed a black dragon circling in the air far in the distance. It never roared and never approached, but was always present. Often as it flew in the sky, thin tendrils of smoke trailed behind it. 
 
    When he first noticed it, he wished for his sword, and his mighty dragon-eyed broadsword appeared in his hands. But as the visions mounted and it never drew closer, he put the sword away and only kept a watchful eye on it. 
 
    A recurring vision was of Jor.  
 
    At one point, she was by his side ready to defend him and Driano. The next, she was acquiescing to Myrthyd’s commands and coming for him with anger and hate in her eyes. He was frozen, unable to defend himself as she plunged her sword through him, the cold steel piercing his flesh and pushing through his soft insides. The pressure of the blade was intense as it protruded through his back. Then he fell to the ground. His breathing grew labored. It felt like he was going to drown as air refused to enter his lungs. Jor stood over him, her eyes distant, and reached inside his coat to remove the Blood Stone. From his periphery, he saw her hand it over to Myrthyd and there the scene ended. 
 
    Every time the vision occurred, it’s the same thing. He can smell the burnt flesh from Driano. The winds always blow across his face from the west. Myrthyd’s hair sways just the same every time. Jor’s angry look always maddening. The feel of cold steel piercing through his coat and flesh. 
 
    The memory was emblazoned in his mind, never to leave. 
 
    He had no idea how many days and nights had passed. It was either darkness or the strange dreams, but they were so intertwined that he had no idea what was real and what existed in his mind. He tried to move, hoping to stand and clear his foggy brain, but then he’d feel a familiar warm sensation envelop his body and he’d slip back into total blackness until wandering into another vision. 
 
    It was a difficult existence, never knowing if he was alive or dead, free or captive. Dull pain existed within, threatening to intensify. He felt like it would burst forth and subdue him. Luckily, it never did. He wondered if maybe the pain was allowed to thrive within him, he’d feel alive again.  
 
    He stared into darkness, thinking about his family. He thought about Etain, his lost wife who claimed to be near him now. He thought about Alushia, the dear daughter he raised alone, and the unnerving vision of her riding on a dragon’s back. Perhaps the vile creatures stole his daughter like they did his wife?  
 
    Days rolled on, one no different than the other. Lailoken attempted to count them but had no idea when one day ended and another began. The futile exercise exhausted him and he forced himself to remain calm despite his growing frustration. If this was death, it was a terrible way to spend the afterlife. If it was life…he’d eventually wake.  
 
    Or so he hoped. 
 
    After the third vision of Jor piercing him with her sword, he heard her voice again. 
 
    “I think it’s time, my dear. Your body is healed. Wake slowly. You’ve been recovering for a long time and need to ease back in.” 
 
    “Etain?” he replied. This time, it was not a whisper. He heard his voice loudly. 
 
    “I’m here, Lailoken. You’re under my protection now.” 
 
    “Protection? From what?” 
 
    “Open your eyes, my love. It is time.” 
 
    He forced open his eyes and the darkness was chased away by a bright orange light. Shutting his eyes quickly to guard against the brilliance, he then tried again, opening his eyelids slowly now.  
 
    Blurry dark outlines were illuminated by flickering light. He closed his eyes again, letting them adjust to their new setting. Then, he opened them and saw wider, indiscernible shapes forming into something familiar. Something terrifying. 
 
    The unmistakable outline of a dragon towered over him. 
 
    “Etain, what is this?” he called out. “Why are these things here? What have you done?” 
 
    “Hush, my dear. You’re safe here. They will not harm you.” 
 
    Lailoken opened his eyes completely and scanned his surroundings. 
 
    He was inside a large cavern with several flaming orbs floating in the air. Two Garnet dragons and three smaller Jade dragons flanked him. If they wanted to kill him, he’d have no chance against so many. 
 
    Then to his left, he saw the face that he longed for so many years. 
 
    “Etain,” he mumbled, barely able to speak her sacred name. 
 
    She reached out a hand and stroked his hair. “Yes, my love. I’ve longed for you over all these years.” 
 
    “But they stole you away! Now they have us both!” 
 
    “Calm yourself. You’re out of harm’s way here. I promise you; nothing will hurt you here. They will not touch you,” she said, waving a hand toward the surrounding dragons.  
 
    “But Etain…look around. How are we going to escape?” 
 
    She lowered her head and took in a deep breath. “We don’t need to escape. They’re with me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He rose up from the straw bed. His body ached and a dizzy feeling swept over him. 
 
    “Move slowly. You’ve been there quite a while.” 
 
    Lailoken paused, letting the dizziness fall away. His back was sore and his legs felt stuck in mud. There was a small point of pain near his heart and he rubbed his hand against his bare chest, feeling the deep scar left by Jor’s sword. 
 
    “Where are we? Why are they not attacking us?” He sat upright and stretched his back. It popped in several places. 
 
    “We’re safe. They will not attack you because I’ve commanded it. Believe me, they’ve wanted to, but defying me is not in their best interest.” She glared at one of the Garnets across the cavern. Lailoken didn’t understand. 
 
    “But, you’re their captive. Why would they listen to you?” 
 
    Etain stood and nodded toward the dragons.  
 
    “I had hoped to wait for this, but you are due an explanation.” 
 
    A bright flash of light erupted in the cavern, forcing Lailoken to cover his eyes. When he removed his arm to see, a massive Garnet dragon stood where Etain was. In his mind he heard her voice. 
 
    This is why they refuse to harm you. As their Dragon Lord, they do so by my command. 
 
    “No! It’s impossible! I must still be sleeping! How can you be one of them? I refuse to believe this!” 
 
    I’m sorry to have deceived you. It was never my intention to let things get this far out of control. But now, we must unite as one and stop what’s about to come. 
 
    “You lie! My Etain was never one of you!” He pushed himself away from her, edging toward the cavern’s wall. 
 
    I’m afraid I’ve always been one of them. We have a lot to discuss. And I have an apology I need to share. You are owed that from me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Three 
 
    Myrthyd sat in his large fur-lined chair. With his eyes closed he meditated on the forces surrounding him, specifically looking for the essence of dragon. 
 
      
 
    The dragon soul you will bind, 
 
    A night-wraith to destroy the mind. 
 
    The living will live among the dead, 
 
    When you control the visions within their head. 
 
      
 
    Vile offspring of a dragon’s lie 
 
    Controlled by the onyx eye. 
 
    Within the fatal dragon fate, 
 
    Power of yours, a night-wraith.  
 
      
 
    The old spell replayed itself in his mind as he held the Blood Stone. Its power was intense.  
 
    With the Blood Stone in his possession, he channeled a power greater than anything he’d ever felt before. It was as if the entire world opened to him and bowed to his will. Any person with a drop of dragon blood coursing through their veins was shown to him. He had yet to uncover the means to track that person—or dragon—but he was close. He could sense them, but only as a faint energy source. He grew frustrated at the lack of clarity offered by the gem. According to the ancient tome, it afforded the user a direct line to anyone with dragon essence, and yet he found the process maddening. It was something he’d discover. Nothing would stand in his way. 
 
    Myrthyd had used the Blood Stone a few times, careful not to unlock a force he had no control over. He discovered faint dragon echoes were present fairly close, maybe even within the Black Tower itself. The thought disgusted him. How did those horrible things enter the sanctuary of the Black Magus, the true religion and defender of humanity? He’d flush them out somehow, and when he did, they’d pay with their lives. It was not wise to cross him or carry that diseased dragon blood within them. 
 
    A loud knock on his door interrupted his session with the gem. He stuffed it in his pocket and adjusted his black robes. “Come in,” he said, not in the mood to entertain whomever thought needed to disturb him. 
 
    “I apologize, Kull Naga, but I have an urgent message for you,” the boy said. He was one of the new initiates to the Order, a boy named Cowlrith from a small village in eastern Tregaron. He had modest ability with his powers yet was wildly inconsistent.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Cowlrith handed him a sealed scroll. The black wax depicting an image of a talon, the sigil of his contact on the other side of the mountains. Instantly he knew the message would not be pleasant. 
 
    “Thank you, Cowlrith, you are dismissed,” Myrthyd said, waving a hand. The boy bowed and scurried off, closing the door behind him. 
 
    He slid a finger beneath the wax and broke the seal, unraveling the scroll. The words were what he feared.  
 
    Lailoken and his small band of slayers still remained hidden, even after three moons had passed. Those infernal dragons carried his body away and the rest of his people scattered, including that weak-minded Jor, who had retrieved the stone from Lailoken. 
 
    Myrthyd slid a hand over the Blood Stone in his robe, feeling its cool surface. He marveled at how easily Lailoken had stumbled upon it as though it wanted to be discovered.  
 
    The annihilation of the Drakku was but a formality now with halflings providing the means to build his army. If what the ancient tome said was true, he’d enslave dragons to do his bidding and use their night-wraith form to destroy halflings and command them to wipe out those who’d oppose him. 
 
    Lailoken and his people presented a problem. They were the only ones who knew he possessed the gem. If they shared that information, then they’d all have to die. No one should know he wielded such power. He had to try more desperate means to rid himself of his greatest challenge.  
 
    Lailoken and his people must die.  
 
    Myrthyd pulled the Blood Stone from its secret pouch, grasping it in both hands and channeling his magic into it. It vibrated softly and the coolness drifted up his hands and along his arms, making his hairs stand on end. The coiling coldness circled his arms and then crawled toward his neck where it covered his head like the hood of his robe. Then his mind exploded into a vast openness, as if the universe itself was at his command. It was here in this state where he could select any dragon or halfling and get some sense of their location. It was also the state where he connected with the one night-wraith that Lailoken had inadvertently given him. 
 
    The gem housed the soul of the Opal guardian dragon Chepon. The Opal offered little resistance and he exploited its power to his benefit.  
 
    Myrthyd reached out in search of Lailoken and Alushia. Lailoken could not be found, but he did find Alushia. She gave off the slightest essence of dragon but not enough for him to consider her a halfling. Maybe one of their ancestors had once been a halfling and the trait presented itself in her. How it got there, he didn’t care. He couldn’t point out exactly where she was, only that she was southeast of the Tower. 
 
    He reached out with an unseen force and connected with Chepon, seizing control of her. Chepon screamed in pain. Myrthyd grinned. 
 
    “Find a halfling. I sense one near.” 
 
    Chepon snarled at him. Her eyes were now gone, having been replaced with smoke, and her wings were black and tattered.  
 
    “You have no choice. Do as I command,” Myrthyd growled.  
 
    Chepon flew away and Myrthyd’s view was just over her back shoulder, as though he was riding with her in the dream. Eventually she spotted a young girl and dove at the sleeping body. The motion blurred but Myrthyd couldn’t look away. He wasn’t sure where they were, only that it was a small village. They dove through the roof of the tiny house and the scenery changed. They were now in the girl’s dreams. Myrthyd marveled at the life essence around him. He tried to make sense of what was different about her in order to use the knowledge to track others like her.  
 
    “Destroy her,” Myrthyd commanded. Chepon growled back at him. He sent a wave of pain through their bond and Chepon howled. 
 
    “Do not deny me again.” 
 
    Chepon voraciously attacked the girl’s dream. The sunny meadow where she played with her dog turned into a black nothingness. Chepon consumed all the trees, the grass, the clouds…everything.  
 
    “Keep going. Do not let her wake before you’re done!”  
 
    In the quickly reducing meadow, the girl screamed. She held her hands to her face in horror while Chepon tore through her dreams, shredding the serene scene into a nightmarish black void.  
 
    Finally, all that remained of the dream was the little girl with a small patch of green under her feet. If she woke now, all Chepon’s work would be for nothing.  
 
    “Finish it,” Myrthyd boomed, his voice echoing in the vast nothingness.  
 
    Chepon roared louder.  
 
    “I said finish her!” Myrthyd sent wave after wave of intense pain through their bond. 
 
    “No! I can’t!” Chepon replied, speaking for the first time. 
 
    “Finish her now or you’ll experience something so terrible you’ll wish you could die.” 
 
    The girl had stopped screaming and stared at the night-wraith—at Chepon—with a look of wonder and awe. Myrthyd only saw the abomination of a halfling. 
 
    “Take her now!” he screamed. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Chepon whispered to the little girl. She roared a loud, sad sound and devoured the quiet little girl and the grass underneath, leaving only the black nothingness. 
 
    After a few moments of silence, Myrthyd spoke. “Where is she? She should be a gray-soul under my command! What did you do wrong?” 
 
    Chepon said nothing, her tattered black frame barely visible. Then a movement caught his eye. To his left, a faint glow illuminated a staggering, shambling figure. 
 
    “You did it! It worked!” Myrthyd cried out. He chortled maniacally, dark and disturbing. “Soon my army will be limitless and I shall rid Tregaron of the accursed halflings! Our land will be free! Nothing shall stop me. Nothing!” 
 
    Myrthyd watched as the glowing figure grew closer and confirmed it was the little girl, now a gray-soul little girl. In the waking world, she would’ve risen from her bed and if the tome was true, she’d be a threat to anyone near her. She’d also be in search of the one who controls her and no matter what obstacles stood in her way, she’d make her way to him.  
 
    “You shall be the first of many, my dear. Soon the world will bow to your collective strength. Your parents were ignorant to have you. Two species should never interbreed. You are the result of their heretical act. No more. We shall wipe out the halflings and take a fair number of dragons with us.”  
 
    Chepon roared. Had it been any other dragon, Myrthyd might have been worried. With the Blood Stone in his control, the night-wraith was utterly powerless and cowed to his command. “Make sure she finds me,” he said to Chapon. He shot a bolt of pain through the bond to ensure she understood his directive, then willed himself away. 
 
    Myrthyd opened his eyes and looked down at the Blood Stone clutched in his hands on his lap. Sweat streamed down his face despite the coolness of the room. A grin crept along his pallid face. 
 
    “Nothing will stop me. The Black Magus shall rise to rule Tregaron and beyond as we’ve been ordained to. The southern pagan lands shall bow to the power of the north. Their god will be wiped from the face of the planet and their vile practices erased from memory. The time has come for us to crush them once and for all.” 
 
    With a measure of reverence, Myrthyd placed the Blood Stone in a small velvet pouch and tied it inside his robe. The gem must always be near him. No one else would ever touch its power. 
 
    “Now, to find that slayer and his daughter and clip that particular thread from the pattern.” He rose from his seat and left the room, keeping a hand against his robe as he walked to keep the gem safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Four 
 
    Alushia relaxed, leaning under a tall oak tree in the afternoon sun. Brida sat opposite her rubbing her large head against Ryn, the Verdant Tower guard who happened to be a dragon. He wasn’t just any dragon, either, but a protector sent by her mother. It had been two moons since the encounter on the field and she still found it difficult to accept the truth. 
 
    Ryn’s wounds had healed considerably since then. He no longer limped and only a faint scar crossed his arm. 
 
    “Ryn, I think she’s warmed up to you a lot. Looks like she’s more your snowcat than mine. Maybe I ought to find another one.” Alushia smiled as she watched them. Brida’s loud purring drowning out the noisy birds of the forest. 
 
    “I never would have guessed myself a cat person but look at me!” 
 
    Ryn rubbed Brida’s head and leaned forward until his forehead touched hers. 
 
    “Don’t you have snowcats back in the Dragon Lands?” 
 
    Ryn turned to her. “Not many. They prefer the colder climes of Tregaron.” He rubbed Brida’s head and continued. “There are, of course, several dragons’ nests in Tregaron.”  
 
    His words hung in the air. 
 
    He scratched Brida’s head and stared at Alushia. 
 
    “What? Is there something on my face?” 
 
    “No, no.”  
 
    He paused.  
 
    “Why do you think the Towers were built? They’re located in specific locations for a reason. Have you ever thought about that?” 
 
    “Not really. They were always there, so I guess I never considered why.” 
 
    He nodded. “Think about the various towers and the sickening actions they take against the Drakku. Notice any connection?” 
 
    She thought a moment. “The Black Tower in Kulketh hunts Onyx dragons to infuse their onyx gems with their blood.” 
 
    Ryn slowly nodded.  
 
    “Sorry, I know now how awful that must be for you. I was raised that way. My father—” 
 
    “So the Black Tower hunts after black dragons to infuse their black gems with their blood. Good. What about the other towers?” His voice had an edge to it, like he was trying to hold back anger. 
 
    “The Verdant Tower uses the blood of Jade dragons to infuse their emeralds with—” she paused. “You mean each tower is built near a nest of dragons?” 
 
    “Not only that, but also near natural sources for their gems. The mines near every Tower are as old as the dragons’ nests. It’s not a coincidence.” 
 
    “But where you’re from, the Dragon Lands…they’re different?” 
 
    Ryn smiled and stroked Brida’s head. The snowcat had lain her head on his lap and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Far to the west near the coast is a vibrant, lush land where dragons roam free. We’re pretty much left to ourselves and we answer to no one but one—your mother, Etain.” 
 
    A bird landed between them and Brida’s head shot up. She moved to stand but the bird squawked and flew away, angrily chirping.  
 
    “How does she command such power? What, did you elect her Queen of the Dragons?” 
 
    Ryn laughed. “Not quite. It’s a bit more complex than that. All you need to know for now is that she is our leader, the Dragon Lord.” 
 
    Alushia fell silent and pondered the possibilities ahead. She wanted to meet her mother and discover what it was that made her leave so long ago. She wanted to understand more about her brother Myrthyd and why he had turned so dark and evil. More than all that, she wanted to find her father again. She was sure he was still alive. Her mother and the other Garnet dragons whisked him away west to the Dragon Lands, or so she assumed. Ryn didn’t know, either. 
 
    “Ryn, we have to help my father. We have to do something. I feel like we’re wasting our time out here. Can’t we go to the Dragon Lands and find him?” 
 
    The dragon man remained silent for a while, scratching Brida’s head while he contemplated his words. “Yeah, I think it’s time we left Tregaron and went home.” 
 
    “Can you fly? Are you able to finally change back?”  
 
    Alushia sighed. “I want to find my father.” 
 
    A rustling in the leaves to her left made Alushia’s heart leap.  
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    Ryn and Brida rose and scoured the brush.  
 
    “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    Crunching leaves indicated something was there.  
 
    “Wait…I can…feel it,” Alushia said. Ryn cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “You can feel it?” 
 
    “It’s a…” she closed her eyes and concentrated until a picture emerged in her mind. “It’s a wolf pup. And it’s lost.” 
 
    “How would you know what it is?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure, but it’s talking to me. Sort of. Kinda like Brida does.” 
 
    Ryn turned his head to the side and then the words seemed to register. “You can feel it,” he said quietly. “Of course.” 
 
    Alushia listened as the wolf pup sent impressions to her mind. Like Brida, they were never words as humans understood them. They were more like impressions and colors and emotions. They were conveyed to her as though the animals were speaking to her. It took her a long time to realize what was happening when she first encountered the ability.  
 
    When she was little and found Brida along the stream, she felt the impressions in her mind but didn’t understand what was happening. She did feel safe from the snowcat, as though she wanted to be her friend. When she approached her, she knew the snowcat wouldn’t hurt her, but she couldn’t tell why or how she knew, because she didn’t know herself. The bond had grown considerably stronger since then and it was something she took for granted. Their connection was always present. 
 
    Every so often, she’d get the same type of impression from stray animals, but nothing she ever pursued. For someone in Tregaron to have those kinds of abilities, it often led to accusations of being a halfling only because it was an unnatural trait that no one knew how to understand. She said nothing about it and dismissed it as imagination. Since meeting Ryn and having her entire world turned upside down, she embraced the sensations as more than mere imagination. 
 
    The wolf pup emerged from the brush. Its fur was matted with twigs and leaves. It had yellow eyes and Alushia could see its ribs protruding through its thin hide. 
 
    “Ryn, give it something to eat,” she said quietly.  
 
    The dragon-man looked to Brida and then to Alushia. “I don’t have anything.” 
 
    Alushia nodded.  
 
    “I’m sorry, fella, we don’t have food right now. If you want to stay with us, I’m sure we’ll have something soon.” 
 
    The wolf pup moved its head upwards, its golden eyes twinkling, then ran back into the forest. The impressions stopped, the connection severed. 
 
    “What was that about?” Ryn asked. 
 
    “It was lost and hungry. It didn’t feel threatened by me, but I think it was too scared to stay.” 
 
    “So when did you first realize you had this gift?” Ryn asked as he sat and leaned against an elm tree. 
 
    Alushia sat and picked up a stick, scrawling on the hard dirt next to her. “When I met Brida. Before then, I had fleeting images float in my mind that I thought were my imagination. It wasn’t until we met in the forest near my home that I picked up on the true nature of the feelings I’d been having. For some reason, that snowcat awakened my ability,” she said pointing the stick at Brida, who seemed unconcerned about the entire conversation.  
 
    “So this girl did it, huh?” Ryn asked, rubbing Brida’s head. She purred loudly. 
 
    “I suppose so. Even after we met, I denied what I was feeling out of fear. Do you know what they do to people who aren’t normal in Tregaron?” 
 
    “I know what they do to halflings. If it’s anything like that, I imagine it’s a horrendous situation to find oneself in. I can see why you’d not want to foster that side of you. But look now,” Ryn said waving his arms wide. “You’re here and no one can harm you. I’ll be watching and so will she.” Ryn patted Brida’s back, the snowcat rolling onto her side and pawing at the air. 
 
    Alushia giggled. “I do have that, don’t I?” 
 
    “It’s gonna be dark in a few hours. I’ll go find something to eat. You two stay here. When I get back, we’ll have roast…something.” Ryn stood, dusted off his dark brown pants, and disappeared into the thick brush around them. 
 
    One of the things Alushia was thankful for when traveling with Ryn, other than his stunning looks, was his ability to hunt for food every day and prepare a hot meal. He hunted better than Brida, which shocked her. He had an uncanny ability to find small hares and other animals. With Brida at her side, she didn’t worry about unsuspecting visitors. Besides, Ryn didn’t go too far and he’d be back if they needed him. 
 
    As she waited for him to return, she worried herself about her father. Are they too late? Too much time had passed since the incident and her father was in bad shape the last she saw him. Jor’s sword thrust through him brought back anger she’d pushed deep down inside. Why did his longtime friend turn on him? Was she a pawn of Myrthyd’s? How could she do that to her father? 
 
    If Ryn’s injuries had healed enough, they’d finally be able to fly away and join them in the Dragon Lands. She had no doubt she’d be accepted there, but what would she find? How would her father handle knowing that Etain was a dragon all along? 
 
    No matter the reason for her mother’s deception, she was determined to find the answers, and hopefully before it was too late for her father. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Five 
 
    Three days after Jor and the slayers debated the merits of dragons, they traveled the most dangerous paths they’d yet encountered and were dropping from the snowy peaks into lush valleys. The western winds blew strong, but they were warm and welcoming. Jor had considered traveling across the sea, but they wanted to avoid detection and took the more dangerous path. 
 
    “I can’t believe this. What a marvelous place!” Belthos said. He stepped to the edge of the pass and looked out over the green before them. 
 
    Ori stood next to him. “Looks inviting, doesn’t it? I suspect we’ll have plenty of food to eat down there!” 
 
    Belthos waved his hands and Jor felt a warmth spread over her. He’d grown accustomed to keeping the group warm through the mountains, weaving spells over them. It was unusual to not see the stone around his neck glowing. 
 
    “We should be there by nightfall. If my memory serves me right, the land of dragons is beyond this forest. They live in caves near the sea, protected from dangers like us. We’ll see how protected they really are,” Jor said. The culmination of over three months in the mountains with day after day of bitter cold and stinging snow wore on her, and all she could think about during their lonely journey was revenge. Revenge on the monsters that caused all her problems. The monsters that killed Darlonn, caused the rise of Myrthyd, and stole her friend Lailoken. They were all to blame and she’d gut every last one of them and give the Order more than enough blood to play in. 
 
    Most of the day was spent weaving their way down the mountain along dangerously narrow passes.  
 
    “Whoa,” Tozgan said, whirling his arms and trying to regain his balance. Jor yanked him back from the ledge by his heavy coat. 
 
    “Be careful! One misstep and you end up down there. Dead,” she said, pointing at the valley below. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m quite aware of how my body would react to that!” He grinned back at her. “But thanks for not letting me go.” 
 
    She waved a hand at him, dismissing his comment and continued down toward the warmth of the valley below. 
 
    Winds swirled and echoed, the harsh rock faces surrounding them offering no comfort. 
 
    “My arm for a mug of ale,” Ori mumbled.  
 
    Jor laughed. “I hope it doesn’t come to that. I need your arm. Actually, both of them. Crossbows don’t pull themselves!” 
 
    “Maybe I can help?” Belthos offered. “I’ve not shot one before, but I’ve watched you two. I’m sure I can learn.” 
 
    “Not every little whelp can use one of these,” Tozgan said, nodding at the crossbow strapped to his back. “It takes more than will. Maybe one day I can teach ya. Might come in handy where we’re going.” 
 
    “I’m up for it. If I were still a Magus, my vows would prohibit me. But since I no longer follow the Order--” 
 
    “A Magus shooting a crossbow? To what…kill a dragon? Ha!” Jor cried out. “You may not be a Magus in name, but you’re every bit the same. They don’t kill dragons. They don’t even help. I’ve never seen it in my lifetime and I don’t expect to now. Leave it up to us. We’ve got the experience. You just keep working on your healing. That will help.” 
 
    She turned to the former Magus, the boy who seemed to spring up over their time together and was now taller than she. No matter his physical size, she still saw the scared little boy who cowered from Driano. “I know you want to do more but having you with us only helps us stay together. You’ve done a lot already.” 
 
    The boy blushed, the wind whipping his longer hair about his face. “Thanks, Jor. I want to do more. I know I can do more.” 
 
    “If you two are done over there, you might want to look up,” Tozgan said, directing their eyes skyward. 
 
    To the west, a cluster of five griffons danced in the air. They dove in and out of formation, circling around each other. 
 
    “By Meanos, I can never get used to that sight,” Jor said. “Dragons are one thing. Halflings, too. But griffons? An unnatural mix of dragon and lion…horrific.” 
 
    “That’s at least twenty by my count,” Belthos chimed in. “All going west.” 
 
    “Our fate and all of Tregaron’s lay that way. We may be the only chance of stopping whatever is coming to our lands. And finding Lailoken in that is our priority. It must be. He has to be alive,” Jor said. 
 
    The griffons wove among themselves, darting into the clouds and disappearing. 
 
    “I can’t wait ‘til we bring one of those down. They’re so rare, no one will believe me until I show them proof,” Tozgan said.  
 
    “After we rescue Lailoken, we can take our trophy. But until then, we remain focused. Got it?” Jor said. 
 
    The group fell quiet. Jor shifted the pack on her back and continued down the mountain.  
 
    Near nightfall, they were still quite a ways from their destination. 
 
    Jor stopped near a large pine tree. “We’ll settle here for the night and finish climbing down tomorrow. The passes have been narrow, and I don’t want to lose any of you to foolish falls because we can’t see. The dragons will still be there. The griffons, too.” 
 
    They settled on the fallen needles under the tree and spent the night free from wind and cold. 
 
    The next morning they rose and without her normal urging, they followed Jor downwards, the expectation of finally leaving the mountains thick among them. 
 
    Near midday, Ori felt it first. 
 
    “Hey, what was that? Belthos, are you using your powers again?” 
 
    “Nope. That was natural.” 
 
    “You mean…it came from there?” Ori pointed to the increasingly green valley below. Birds flew across the sky. A lush forest stretched as far as they could see. 
 
    “We’re nearly done with these forsaken peaks!” Ori cried.  
 
    The group fed off his energy and they moved faster, daring the narrow ledges to let them fall.  
 
    Close to an hour later, they were at the foot of the mountain, the rolling slope feeding them to a land overflowing with nature.  
 
    “Has anyone ever been here before?” Tozgan asked. “I’ve been all around Tregaron, but I’ve never been beyond the mountains. Not here, anyway. I’ve been to the south—” 
 
    “The south? What would you do there amongst the heathen dragon-lovers?” Jor asked. 
 
    “They pay good money for northern dragon teeth and nails. The market is good there.” 
 
    Jor shrugged. It was none of her concern. Only navigating through unchartered lands was. “We best be prepared for anything out here. If we’re close to dragon lands, this place might be teeming with them.” 
 
    The forest in front of them stretched far like it would never end. Jor led them forward to a wide, clear path she’d spotted leading from the mountains into the forest.  
 
    Under the canopy of the trees, the air was warmer and noisy life bustled around them. 
 
    “By Meanos, it’s hot in here!” Tozgan said. He stopped, removed his heavy fur coat, and stuffed it into his pack. The rest followed suit, sweat glistening on their foreheads. 
 
    “The sudden change is quite stark,” Jor said. She tossed the bag on her back and carefully led them ahead.  
 
    After they’d gone far enough to no longer see the mountains through the trees, Jor stopped along a bubbling stream. “Fresh water that we don’t have to melt? Be still my heart!” she joked. The others chuckled, unloaded their packs, and plopped down along the bank. 
 
    Belthos sipped from the stream. “It’s cool and hits the spot,” he said as he sat up and wiped water off his chin. “I never imagined I’d be so grateful to see flowing water like this again.” 
 
    “Some things in life are meant to be savored. I think this qualifies,” Ori replied. He too leaned over and sipped from the stream. 
 
    Jor leaned against a tree and closed her eyes, listening to the rushing waters. Birds sang in the treetops and the sound of small creatures darting across fallen leaves reminded her of simpler times.  
 
    Belthos shook her from her peace. 
 
    “We have a visitor.”  
 
    Jor opened her eyes and followed his shaking finger. 
 
    Stumbling in the road was a woman. Her clothes were tattered and she seemed to have some sort of injury hindering her gait. She moved slowly and without clear direction. 
 
    “Hey, are you lost?” Jor called out. She stood, brushed off her pants, and grabbed her sword. As she approached the woman, she noticed her eyes were gray clouds and dried blood crusted in a trail down her chin. 
 
    “Something seems wrong about this,” she said to the group. Belthos came to her side. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t think so. She looks to be under some kind of spell.” 
 
    Jor turned back to the slowly moving woman. “Can we help you? Are you in trouble?” 
 
    The woman didn’t register her voice. She continued stumbling forward, her nose in the air, sniffing like a dog. 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Belthos said, “I think…it can’t be!” 
 
    “Speak now, boy. I don’t have time for games.” 
 
    Ori and Tozgan had approached them, flanking the two with their crossbows at the ready. 
 
    “I remember my ma telling me stories about people that had died, walking as though alive. Gray-souls, she called them. She used to scare us kids with the stories. I always thought it was to keep us in bed at night. Maybe it was real.” 
 
    “I’m not one to give in to speculation and tales told to us by our parents.” 
 
    “I think the boy is right,” Tozgan chimed in. “I heard tales of such creatures when I was in the east. The White Tower was always good for stories like this. They never did say what caused it.” 
 
    The woman shuffled slowly toward them. 
 
    “You mean to tell me this is a gray-soul woman? Walking? Toward us?”  
 
    “We’re saying that considering all the other strange things happening, it’s not out of the question,” Belthos replied. 
 
    Jor grinned. “Then I guess she won’t feel this.” She approached the woman, confident it was a trick. 
 
    As she stepped closer to the woman, she could smell an offensive stench like a decayed body. Jor stopped and turned back to the group. “I think…” she started. “I think you might be right.” 
 
    She turned back to the woman. Her dead eyes sealed it for her. If this was a trick, she’d not be duped. Jor ran forward and raised her sword.  
 
    The woman didn’t flinch. She walked like nothing was happening. Then, her head whipped toward Jor, her nose frantically sniffed the air. The woman grunted, then growled. Her mouth opened in a black, rotten chasm. Her body convulsed and she took an awkward turn, contorting her gray body in Jor’s direction. 
 
    “Watch out! Don’t let her bite you!” Belthos called. 
 
    Jor felt his magic cover her, his instinct to protect her against any danger. 
 
    Two iron bolts screamed past her, sinking into the woman’s legs. She stumbled and fell, yet still she reached for Jor, her mouth chomping as if to bite her.  
 
    Jor swung the sword and lopped her head clean off her shoulders. It rolled to a stop against a tree. The body shuddered and went motionless. No blood flowed from the wound. Jor approached carefully and the stench grew more intense. She crouched and peered at the stump of a neck. 
 
    The three men approached her, standing to either side of her. 
 
    “We’re in a dangerous place,” she said. “Nothing does that. She truly was dead but walked as though alive. Whatever sorcery that did this is evil. These dragons must be more powerful than we ever imagined.”  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Six 
 
    Lailoken barely touched the food brought to him though his body screamed for it. They’d kept him alive during his recovery but he had no idea how they nourished him. His body was weak and he felt like he hadn’t eaten a thing in a long, long time. 
 
    It was two days after Etain revealed she was a dragon. He refused to speak to her since, shunning food and conversation with the exception of a tiny bite of roasted mutton. The savory scent was too much to resist, and after a couple bites, he forced himself to stop. He’d not dine with dragons. 
 
    “Lailoken, I’ve brought bread for you. My dear, you must eat. Your body is still recovering. It took a great amount of healing to bring you back.” 
 
    Lailoken sat at the edge of the cave overlooking the ocean below. The sun blazed high and the gulls below cried loudly. Waves crashed on the beach and rolled back out to an uncertain sea. 
 
    Etain stood behind him and he refused to acknowledge her existence. 
 
    “I’ll leave it here. I understand you’re angry with me, and you have every right to be. I allowed my emotions to guide me. I fell in love with you. Your heart is good. I don’t expect you to forgive me, but I am sorry for what I’ve done. I’m sorry for what I’ve done to our children.” 
 
    Our children? he thought. Not the first time she’s said that. I cannot believe the Kull Naga is my son! 
 
    “Stay as long as you want. My patience knows no end when it comes to you. I’ve had to make concessions for years and more than one Drakku have paid the price. It’s not been easy to keep the peace. I’m not sure I’ve done it at all.” 
 
    She stood behind him a few moments longer, then he heard her footsteps walk away. When he figured she was gone, he turned to the small wooden plate she left behind him. His stomach rumbled and his mouth salivated. Hoping she was gone, he snatched the small loaf of bread and hungrily ate several bites, savoring the delicate taste. It was still warm and the heat made him think of dragons, of the Garnet ability to breathe fire. It soured the taste. He tossed the rest to the beach below to the delight of the cawing gulls that viciously fought over the scraps.  
 
    My poor sweet Alushia! What will become of her when this gets out? She’s a halfling! But…she’s my daughter! I’ve never known her to be anything but human. Does she know? Is she aware of the vile dragon blood running through her veins? I cannot tell the Order. I cannot tell anyone.  
 
    Lailoken came back to those questions day after day. From a young boy, he’d been taught by the Order how evil and sick dragons were. They were the scourge of Tregaron and were born only to die. They were creatures made to be hunted. Slayers were necessary because the Order could not kill them of their own accord; something about so-called impurities.  
 
    Halflings were worse. They were the unnatural result of a devious act between dragon and man. They were not fully human or fully dragon, but some other species without a purpose. Halflings were good only for execution.  
 
    At least that’s what Lailoken had understood for nearly his entire life. Now faced with the possibility his own flesh and blood was one of these creatures, he wasn’t sure the Order had it right. 
 
    What that left was Etain. Her deceit cut him deeply. All these years he wanted her back and then to find out she was a dragon…and seduced him and then gave birth to not only Alushia but Myrthyd as well…it made him feel angry and closed off. The line between love and hate was crossed and obliterated. More than once, he wondered if maybe he’d have been better off dying out in the plain. At least then he wouldn’t have to face the brutal truth that stared at him every day. 
 
    Waves crashed below in a rhythmic melody, chasing away the frustration brewing inside. Lailoken closed his eyes and listened. Between the gulls and the waves, he concentrated on only existing. In the moment, he was nowhere and everywhere. He allowed his thoughts to disappear into the air, drifting on strong currents. 
 
    Longer than he expected, Lailoken sat in silent contemplation. The pain in his chest throbbed, but he ignored it. He ignored the rumblings inside telling him to eat. The weakness he experienced after waking from his long sleep continued to bother him but sitting in the sun, listening to the gentle sounds of nature allowed him a respite sorely needed.  
 
    At last when he could sit idly no more, he opened his eyes and rose from sitting. Dusting his pants off, he stretched. 
 
    “You will not deceive me any longer,” he said into the wind. Whether the words were meant for Etain or Myrthyd, he wasn’t sure. He was done being manipulated. Securing the Blood Stone had seemed like the right idea, though after retrieving the thing, he had doubts about giving it to Myrthyd. In the end, Myrthyd obtained it from him by using Jor for his bidding. Did she willingly submit to him, or did Myrthyd compel her to act on his behalf?  
 
    Lailoken turned from the ledge intent on confronting Etain, when he heard an all too familiar cry in the skies above.  
 
    Dragons.  
 
    He spun, aware he had no weapon to defend himself or use against his lifelong nemesis.  
 
    “I’ll kill you all with my bare hands,” he growled.  
 
    Two Onyx dragons flew across the ocean, their black hides shimmering in the bright sunlight. They flapped their enormous wings and roared as they drew closer to him. 
 
    Lailoken’s heart leapt in his chest. “That’s it, come to me!” he cried. If it was the last thing he did, he’d attempt to kill the creatures that hunted the Tregaron lands and caused such chaos over the years. It was in his blood. 
 
    The dragons flew closer until they dropped from the air and landed with a loud thud on the rocky ledge jutting from the cavern’s entrance. They took one look at Lailoken and flexed their wings wide, roaring louder than before. 
 
    Etain came running from the cave. 
 
    “No! I’ve told all of you never to harm him! Leave him be!” 
 
    The dragons stepped closer to Lailoken. One of them inhaled and spit a cloud of acidic vapors at him. Without his protective leather armor he was unprepared for the blast.  
 
    In a brilliant flash of light, Etain shifted from her human form into a massive Garnet dragon, plunging herself between Lailoken and the acid, the vile expulsion repelled by her wings, which she flapped furiously. Small droplets of the vapor landed on Lailoken, his arms stinging a bit, but she cleared the majority of the acid. 
 
    In his head, Lailoken heard her scold the dragons.  
 
    I warned you never to touch him! He’s under my protection! 
 
    But he’s the slayer! He must die! How many of our kind will you let die because of him? he heard one of them reply in his mind. We’re done with listening to a human lover, especially one who protects the enemy. 
 
    Do you dare challenge me? 
 
    Etain rose to her full height and stood almost twice as tall as either of the dragons.  
 
    We question your leadership, one of the Onyx dragons replied. This voice was higher pitched than the other one. 
 
    The first Onyx dragon expanded its wings and raked its dark yellow claws across Etain’s chest. She roared in pain. The second Onyx joined the first. 
 
    At first, Etain was taken by surprise and fell back near the edge of the cliff. Lailoken scrambled out of the way, hoping to avoid entanglement in the fight.  
 
    Etain regained her footing and blasted an enormous ball of flame at the attacking dragons. They howled when her flames singed their hide.  
 
    One of the Onyx managed to distract Etain while the other rushed her. It bit down on her arm and held firm. Etain howled and clawed at the dragon’s head. Thin tendrils of dark blood bloomed on its scalp. Etain continued to claw and then she let out an intense burst of flame. The Onyx let go and Etain went after it.  
 
    She leapt as if to fly, then shoved into the Onyx, knocking it to the ground. 
 
    You cannot win! Your leadership is over! one of the Onyx cried out, the voices loud inside Lailoken’s head. 
 
    Etain’s fury grew, her large wings obscuring much of what she was doing. The two Onyx dragons seemed overmatched, no matter how much acid they spewed or how much they dug their sickly yellow claws into her hide.  
 
    Lailoken had never seen such a display and was both terrified and in awe. He watched as Etain ripped into one of the Onyx dragons, peeling back its thick hide and exposing bloody muscle underneath. She exhaled fire into the wound, the dragon desperately trying to escape her clutches. 
 
    You will die for this! None challenge me and live! Etain cried. Lailoken covered his ears to stop the voices, but was unsuccessful. 
 
    You’d kill one of your own instead of the human? He lives to hunt us! 
 
    My decision was made and your disobedience will not be tolerated! 
 
    Etain bit on the frayed flesh and pulled her head back, ripping off a long, jagged piece of its abdomen.  
 
    As if on cue, the second Onyx jumped into the air and flapped its wings, rising higher into the air. 
 
    You will not be allowed to get away with this! How dare you turn on your own! 
 
    Etain lifted her bloody head to the sky. Come back and fight me, Grymryg, she growled. I’ll rip you to shreds! 
 
    One day, Etain. One day, you’ll get what’s due to you! 
 
    Grymryg roared and flew away, leaving the corpse of its friend. 
 
    Etain turned her head toward Lailoken. Blood dripped from her chin. Dragon hide hung from her teeth. Thin tendrils of smoke curled out from the sides of her mouth. Her body heaved. Blood ran from the claw marks on her shoulder and wings.  
 
    Do you trust me yet? You mean more to me than anything. My decision was final. This is the result of disobedience. It will not be tolerated. 
 
    Etain stomped her way back to the cavern.  
 
    Let me heal and then we can talk, Lailoken heard in his head.  
 
    He turned from Etain to the bloody carcass lying before him.  
 
    “By Meanos. What does all of this mean? Am I in danger?” Lailoken murmured quietly under his breath.  
 
    For a moment, he regretted the loss of the Onyx blood before him. The Order would be upset they were not there to enhance their stones and their powers.  
 
    Then again, maybe they were all wrong to begin with. Maybe the Order ruled out of fear and not reality. Their insistence on killing dragons for their blood had made a lot of sense before. But after Myrthyd’s actions and Etain’s protection, maybe there was more to dragons than he allowed himself to believe. He’d have to confront the truth no matter what. If Alushia was a halfling, that meant he either had to kill her or go against all his understanding. And he had no desire to murder his daughter. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Seven 
 
    Myrthyd hadn’t left his room in the tower for weeks. Food was regularly brought to him and he had his own private bathroom and living quarters. Instead, he spent every moment possible with the Blood Stone trying to unlock its secrets. He felt on the precipice of victory, as though at any moment, he’d cross the threshold and forever be remembered as the man who rid Rowyth of Deavos’ dragons. The power he sensed in the gem was intoxicating, more so than anything he’d ever known. 
 
    He spent many nights in a fugue state, forcing the night-wraith to constantly devour halfling dreams. He no longer called it by its real name. It must know it no longer existed to serve itself, but to do his bidding only. Some nights, the night-wraith took longer to respond than others. When it did, Myrthyd sent fierce bolts of agony through the ever-strengthening bond between them, reinforcing his dominance over the trapped soul.  
 
    “Wraith,” he now called the creature, “why do I wait on your arrival? You must always be ready for me. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    Chepon bowed, refusing to utter a word. 
 
    “You will do as I command, or else.” Myrthyd floated in the dream state, drifting ever closer to the night-wraith.  
 
    “The first of the gray-souls has come to me. She serves me well. Her obedience is unquestioned. How many more halflings have you discovered to join my forces?” 
 
    Chepon’s silence aggravated him. 
 
    “Speak, you miserable soul! Tell me of your actions.” 
 
    “I have not,” Chepon said. Myrthyd blasted her with a long, intense burst of torment. Chepon howled and fell to the black ground, writhing in agony. Myrthyd grinned. 
 
    “Your failures are mounting. I will not tolerate this much longer.” Finally he relented and released her from the excruciating shock in the bond. 
 
    “I will discover soon enough how to completely harness this power. When I do, your terrible lack of progress will be dealt with in ways you will wish you could die, unless you serve me better and do as I command.” 
 
    Chepon pushed herself up on her shaking legs, her tattered wings softly moving and her smoky eyes barely open. “You will never win,” she whispered. Myrthyd poured all his anger into the bond, striking her with a power more painful than anything she had ever felt. Chepon cried out in horror while Myrthyd narrowed his eyes and watched her struggle. Eventually letting go, Myrthyd spoke quietly through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I need more halflings to build my army. You will get them for me or I will end you. My people will starve no longer. My conquest of the south shall begin soon and I will wipe out your kind from Tregaron forever. I will not rest until every last drop of your evil blood is destroyed. I must have my army! Do not fail me, wraith!” 
 
    He floated higher, gazing down on her motionless body. “I dare ask, knowing your answer will anger me, but have you located the traitor Lailoken and his horrid daughter Alushia? That halfling will serve as the commander of my army against her will. I will use her to destroy my enemies while Lailoken watches the truth march from the mountains.” 
 
    In his training with the gem, he discovered that Alushia’s faint echo meant she had dragon blood inside her. The more he thought about it, the more he knew it to be true. It was a truth he wanted to deny for a long, long time. Of all the halflings in the world, she was the one he most wanted to destroy, to turn into his servant and lead his army south. It was only fitting. 
 
    Lailoken the great slayer betrayed his people by laying with a dragon in human form. He had to know it was wrong and wretched and against nature. The children spawned by that horrid Etain deserved to die. He’d make sure they did, or at the very least, Alushia. Lailoken knew only of his daughter, not his son, a castoff who had somehow lived and thrived. 
 
    Chepon barely spoke, her voice strained from the pain. “I am nearer to finding them. The girl’s blood is strong but eludes me still. I sense them but cannot determine precisely where they are. South and east is all I know.” 
 
    “Do not fail me in this, wraith! Find her, devour her dreams, and turn her into my servant. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, master.” 
 
    “I will unlock the secrets of this gem and you will no longer have the will to disobey. If you prefer to still control some of your existence, you’d do well to heed my commands. I might show mercy.”  
 
    Chepon bowed, but Myrthyd noticed something flicker in the blackness behind her. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “Tell me! What surprise do you hide from me?” He punctuated his words with a jolt of pain. 
 
    “It is nothing. An echo of the living. Nothing more.” 
 
    Myrthyd fixed his gaze in the direction of the movement and waited, but nothing appeared. “Lie to me, wraith, and I will never let you roam freely again. Forever you will feel my wrath!” 
 
    Chepon roared her understanding. 
 
    Myrthyd closed the bond, exiting the shadowy dream world, and opened his eyes to see the dark stone walls of his room.  
 
    Flames flickered. It was winter and the thick stones remained cool for now but the room was comfortable. In another month or two, the warm sun outside would heat up the stone tower and bring with it stifling, thick air.  
 
    “I must have my army. We must remove this blight on our lands. With the gray-souls under my control and this gem to power my ultimate weapon, none will oppose me and live. The destruction of the Drakku is upon us. I shall rid Rowyth once and for all of those winged demons and their disgusting halflings. No more will they roam freely like partners in this world. I will rectify the folly of Deavos, and soon his name will be lost to history. and only the mighty Myrthyd will be known. I will make an example of Lailoken and his awful daughter. She will not escape me.” 
 
    Myrthyd carefully placed the Blood Stone into the pouch inside his robe and waited. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once she felt the bond sever, Chepon spun round. “What are you doing? He nearly found you!” 
 
    The older dragon hung his head.  
 
    “Avess, you must be careful. If he knew you were here—” 
 
    “He won’t. I shall be careful. He barely knows the power he wields. He cannot possibly discover me.” 
 
    “Have you reached out to the girl?” 
 
    “It’s been some time, but I know where she is. He is right; she’s south of here. She’s protected by Ryn, whom my daughter sent.” 
 
    Chepon nodded. “Then we must stall as long as possible. His powers grow without his understanding.” 
 
    Avess reached out and gently cupped her face with his claw. “I’m so sorry this happened to you. I do not wish this fate on any dragon. You protected the Stone well for centuries. Etain and the others were wrong to create this. She knows the mistakes made. I gave myself to protect others. I only hope that someday we’ll be free of this. Death would be a welcome respite.” 
 
    He turned from her and flapped his tattered wings, jumping into the air and flying off into the black nothingness. 
 
    Chepon watched him leave, knowing if Myrthyd ever discovered the second soul within the gem, his plans of domination would be unstoppable.  
 
    “You know I had to do it. It was the only way. I had to enter the Blood Stone.”  
 
    Avess was too far away, unlikely to have heard her. The old Dragon Lord deserved better than an eternity trapped inside a gem controlled by a man. She had no idea how to end it all, but she knew Avess needed help. She could at least give her aid, no matter what Myrthyd put her through. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Eight 
 
    Ryn closed his eyes, concentrating.  
 
    “Don’t bust a vein on your forehead on my account,” Alushia chided. It was Ryn’s third attempt to change back into a dragon that day.  
 
    And it was the fifth day he’d tried. 
 
    “Agh!” he cried out. “It’s useless. I’m stuck in this form.” 
 
    Alushia balled her fists and placed them on her hips. “Now is that so bad?” 
 
    Ryn smiled, the afternoon sun framing his handsome face. “No, I guess not,” he replied softly.  
 
    They left for the Dragon Lands several days ago. “At least if you can’t change yet, we’ll still be making progress,” Alushia said to get them moving. Ryn agreed and they left the relative safety of the shelter for the unknown waiting for them in the forest. 
 
    “Come on, then. Don’t stress yourself out about it. We’ve still got two feet to use.” 
 
    Ryn shook his head. “I don’t understand it. I feel better. We’ve been fortunate enough to find food. My body doesn’t feel weak.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Whatever the reason, we’ll deal with it. It’s only mountains and dark forests ahead, right? What could go wrong?” Alushia grinned at him, hoping he’d caught the sarcasm. 
 
    He returned the smile. “Nothing at all. With Brida at our side, we’ll always have a chance!” The snowcat didn’t turn her head at the sound of her name. 
 
    They continued west, following the sun, toward the Dragon Lands and her father. Near nightfall, they settled into a small clearing under a pine tree to rest for the night. Not long after, they heard the crunching of leaves in the distance. Footsteps?  
 
    “Do you hear that?” Alushia asked in a whisper. 
 
    Ryn nodded. Brida shot upright, her head cocked to the side. Her ears perked up as she listened to the sound. Alushia felt an impression of danger come to her from Brida, a sensation the snowcat rarely shared.  
 
    “Stay here. I’ll check it out,” Ryn said, 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I can defend myself! We’ll all go.” 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it, and nodded instead. “All right, this way, then,” he whispered.  
 
    Carefully they picked their way through low branches and watched the ground so as not to snap a twig or crunch leaves. The footsteps were louder as they got closer. 
 
    Alushia tapped Ryn on the shoulder, making the dragon-man flinch. She held back her laughter. “Hey, does that sound like more than one person?” 
 
    Ryn listened to the footsteps. “Yeah, I think so.” 
 
    “Be ready for anything,” she replied. Ryn nodded and turned back into the direction they were headed. 
 
    Brida slunk alongside them, her nose in the air and ears standing upright. The impression of danger coming from her was intense. She’d never shared that much anxiety with Alushia before and it scared her.  
 
    Ryn squatted next to a bush and moved some branches aside to get a better view. “What is that?” he whispered.  
 
    Alushia and Brida came up next to him and stared through the opening. “Are they…alive? What are they?” 
 
    Moving through the forest were two figures, yet they didn’t quite look like people. It was a man and a woman that looked to be a few years older than Alushia. It was difficult to tell because of their dirty appearance and missing flesh. 
 
    “I’ve never seen this before,” Ryn started, “but…no, it can’t be—” he raised a hand to his mouth.  
 
    “What is it?” Alushia asked. Brida growled. 
 
    “Calm down, girl. They aren’t a threat. Are they?” She grasped Ryn’s arm tightly. 
 
    “They can be.” 
 
    Alushia reached out to pull Brida closer but instead grabbed a branch that snapped in her grip. The two people stopped and slowly turned their bodies in their direction. The man-thing sniffed the air like an animal. His face was ashen and his eyes were solid gray, like smoke swirled inside his skull. His torn flesh exposed grayish muscles and the maw of his mouth was black. He had no shirt and his trousers were torn. Scrapes and gashes crossed his chest but didn’t bleed. A guttural groan escaped his mouth and the woman followed him toward them. 
 
    “Oh no! Come on. They’re onto us!” Ryn said. Alushia watched as the pair shambled toward them with slow, unsteady movements. 
 
    “Ryn, they won’t catch us. Look how slow they’re going.” 
 
    Brida stood tall and growled. Her deep sounds scaring even Alushia.  
 
    “We don’t want to mess with them, not now. If only I could change, I’d crush them both!” 
 
    “What are they?” 
 
    The gray couple became entangled in a thick mulberry bush, their arms and legs thrashing against the thin branches. Brida hissed, the fur on her spine standing tall. 
 
    Ryn stopped trying to flee and watched carefully. Alushia noticed him holding his breath.  
 
    “It’s ok, Ryn. They can’t get us. They’re stuck.” 
 
    “Alushia, I have to keep you as far away from Myrthyd as possible. You cannot get near him, not with the Blood Stone in his possession. Do you hear me?” 
 
    She smiled. “Ryn, I never knew you to care so much.” 
 
    “I wish it were a laughing matter. You must stay away. Those dreams you’ve been having? They’re dangerous. If that night-wraith—” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He shook his head as he watched the two people. “They’re gray-souls. They’re dead but alive, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    Alushia turned to the pair frantically trying to push their way through the bush and failing terribly. “Gray-souls? No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    Brida growled again. 
 
    A twig snapped behind them. Alushia spun. Another shambling person—a gray-soul—was only a few steps away. It growled and moaned. It was a woman wearing a tattered and soiled tunic with one shoe missing. Some of her scalp was torn off, exposing dusty gray bone underneath. Her eyes were like dark clouds and there were deep gashes across the ashen skin on her arms and legs. She reached out and groaned. 
 
    “Get away!” Ryn said, pushing Alushia aside. He fell where she was standing and the gray-soul woman tripped over him, landing on top of him.  
 
    Alushia pushed herself up. Brida had backed away, hissing and snarling. Ryn struggled to fend off the woman. She attacked him with a ferocity Alushia hadn’t expected.  
 
    “Get off me!” 
 
    Alushia scanned the forest for something, anything to help Ryn. There was a large rock near her feet. She picked it up and slammed it down on the gray-soul woman’s head. A large crack sounded and Alushia did it again. This time, the woman stopped moving and fell over sideways. 
 
    “Get her off me,” Ryn said. Alushia set the rock down and pushed the decaying body off Ryn and it fell in a heap next to him. He scrambled away, checking his arms and torso for any damage. Brushing the leaves off, he stood and extended a hand to Alushia to help her up. They stared at the gray-soul woman lying on the ground while listening to the struggles of the two still trying desperately to free themselves from the bush. 
 
    “Why’d she do that?” 
 
    Ryn wiped his face with his hand. “They’re mindless. They’re attracted to living flesh; usually human.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. How could they possibly be driven by that?” 
 
    Brida bounded into the clearing and then slowly stepped toward the gray-soul woman. Brida’s nose worked feverishly, sniffing the air and emitting a low growl.  
 
    “It can’t harm us any more girl, it’s fine.” Alushia turned to Ryn. “Right? It’s dead now, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ryn shrugged. “Maybe? I don’t have much experience with them. I’m going only by what I’ve been told.” 
 
    Alushia sensed an impression of fear and relief come from Brida. The snowcat’s thoughts being more erratic lately than she could recall. 
 
    “We need to remove her head.” 
 
    “What? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “That’s the only action I know of that stops them from being a gray-soul.” 
 
    “Are you sure? That’s…just wrong.” 
 
    “I can’t think of another way. Not unless I can change back to a dragon and burn her, but we both know how that has been.” 
 
    Alushia wrinkled her nose in disgust. She imagined Ryn as a large dragon, blasting his flames on the gray-soul woman.  
 
    “Is she a person?” 
 
    “She was. She isn’t anymore. When her mind went and she turned into this, she ceased being a person and is now a gray-soul, cursed to roam the land, doing the bidding of the one who created her.” 
 
    “Created?” 
 
    “We need to get rid of her head before she comes back.” 
 
    Alushia thought about Ryn’s words and tried to make sense of them. 
 
    “Alushia?” he called, interrupting her. “We have to cut off her head. Now.” 
 
    Alushia handed him her long knife. “Here. I can’t.”  
 
    Ryn took the knife and sliced into the base of her neck. He struggled to cut through her flesh and bone, but with an extra effort, he separated her head from her body. Very little blood dripped from the wound. 
 
    “How can that be?” Alushia whispered. “Where is the blood?” 
 
    “She’s not normal. Not anymore. Promise me you’ll stay away from Myrthyd. Promise me you’ll flee the dreams with the night-wraith.” 
 
    Alushia scrunched her face. “You don’t make any sense.” 
 
    “Just promise!” he snarled, his tone out of character. 
 
    “Sure. Fine. I promise. Are we done here?” 
 
    Ryn wiped the blade on the woman’s grimy tunic. “Yeah, I think we are.” 
 
    Brida turned back toward the pair stuck in the bush. They didn’t seem to be any closer to freedom and Alushia had no desire to get closer. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Nine 
 
    It had been two days since Jor removed the woman’s head and it still bothered her.  
 
    “Belthos, tell me again about the gray-souls.” 
 
    Belthos ran his hand across his shiny forehead and turned to the rest of the group. Tozgan removed his cap, twisted it, and raised his hands in surrender. Ori shook his head, a grin forming on his face. 
 
    “As I understand it—and mind you, this is not from official Order training—is that they were people who lost their minds and turned feral, desiring to feast on the flesh of the living.” 
 
    “That’s preposterous! How do the dead walk? How do they act like people? There has to be something more.” 
 
    “But Jor, that’s just it. There isn’t more. They’re gray-souls.” 
 
    She waved a hand at him. “I don’t care to discuss it further. It makes my head sore.” The two crossbowmen held back laughter while Jor turned from Belthos toward the stream ahead. 
 
    “What?” Belthos asked. Tozgan and Ori both shook their heads and followed Jor to the water’s edge. 
 
    Jor sat and unloaded her gear. The relief from carrying all her belongings satisfied more than she expected. It had been too long since she enjoyed a good bed and a restful night’s sleep. If it weren’t for Belthos continually healing her, removing the tired achiness from her, she had no idea how she would’ve made it. 
 
    “Belthos, why aren’t there more of them?” 
 
    “More of what?” he replied, sitting next to her. Ori and Tozgan sat closer to the stream, both men drinking their fill of the cool water. 
 
    “The gray-souls. Why aren’t there more of them? I’ve been all over Tregaron and never heard of them. How is it that now I encounter them?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. As I said, my ma told me these stories, and I always thought they were made up to keep the kids in line. What child would wander into the forest when the threat of a gray-soul visitor lurking amongst the trees existed? Never in my life had I believed the stories. Not until now, that is.” 
 
    Jor nodded. Whatever else Belthos knew, it would all be heresy anyway. “I guess we’re onto something. I don’t know how but we must try to find out more about them. I doubt I can keep removing their heads. Something has to work on them.” 
 
    Unsure if she wanted to keep trekking through the forest in the night, Jor decided to set up camp near the stream. Her bones ached and traveling didn’t appeal much. Lailoken would be found. He had to be alive. 
 
    That night, the group sat around a blazing fire and told stories of past glory. 
 
    “One time when I was on the coast near Bayfrost, we were pinned down by a horde of Lapiz dragons,” Tozgan said. The group stared at him with wide eyes. Jor smirked. She knew he’d been on many hunts throughout Tregaron. Listening to his tales was like listening to Lailoken spin his stories of the hunt. 
 
    “An entire horde? Of how many?” Belthos asked. 
 
    “Maybe eight to ten. Don’t interrupt me, boy! I’ll lose my place.” 
 
    Belthos leaned back against a tree and Jor giggled to herself. Belthos had grown into a valuable member of the group, but he was still a boy. 
 
    “Anyway, there we were, trapped by a horde of Lapiz with nothing to protect us but my crossbow and three swords. Realizing how badly outnumbered we were, we devised a plan—” 
 
    “To run?” Ori asked, punching the man on the arm. Tozgan frowned.  
 
    “No. To kill them one by one.” 
 
    The group fell silent again. Tozgan continued.  
 
    “We found a small cave that offered us protection but only allowed one dragon in at a time. We raced into that dark cavern and took position inside. The leader of our hunt, the slayer Kenleth, was a wise man and clearly understood the need for us to pick them off one by one. They rarely visit land, preferring to live in the sea, but we were lucky to have found them. He sent one of his junior slayers just outside the cave’s mouth and made the boy scream obscenities at the dragons.” 
 
    Jor laughed. “He sent a boy to scream curse words at dragons? That’s the best thing I’ve heard in a long time! Please, you must finish this tale!” 
 
    Tozgan smiled and nodded, then continued. 
 
    “The boy launched into a tirade, screaming about their mothers and how he’d enjoy wearing their hides on his feet. It was quite the show! Anyway, he yelled until one of the Lapiz took the bait. It dropped from the sky and launched at him. I’ve never seen a person run as fast as I did that day! He tumbled into the cavern with the Lapiz on his heels, spitting its deadly ice breath and nearly freezing all of us. But we knew what to do whether we could feel or not. The Lapiz followed him in until it was caught between us. Kenleth gave the signal and we attacked it. It never stood a chance. I sunk several bolts into its thick hide while the other slayers sliced into it with their swords. It was a glorious moment as we butchered that beast.” 
 
    Belthos gasped. The group turned to him.  
 
    “Sorry, I was caught in the story.” 
 
    “After we slayed that dragon, we tried the tactic again. We found similar success with two more dragons before they grew wise to our scheme and flew away, roaring into the cold air and then diving under the sea. We were close enough to Bayfrost to have several of the Magus come and infuse their gems with the blood of those dragons. I was told afterwards that the Lapiz Tower had never been so blessed as they were that day.” 
 
    “What a tale!” Ori exclaimed. “We have ourselves a marvelous slayer of dragons!” 
 
    Belthos and Ori applauded. Jor nodded in his direction. 
 
    “I give you credit, Tozgan. You can spin a tale,” she said. 
 
    “It’s true. Every last word of it. Ask Kenleth yourself!” 
 
    “Aye, when we return to Tregaron with Lailoken, we’ll do just that.” 
 
    Afterward, they watched the fire as the chill of night settled in on them. One by one, they laid down and fell asleep, Jor waiting until the last, making sure the group rested first.  
 
    In the light of the morning sun, they were awakened by an awful screeching to the south. The group shot straight up. Jor felt the warmth of Belthos’ magic envelop her. Probably a healing spell, if she had to guess, to make sure they were ready for a fight. 
 
    “What is that?” Ori asked. 
 
    “I’ve never heard such a thing!” Jor replied. “Arms men. We’re in a dangerous land. Prepare yourselves.” 
 
    Tozgan and Ori slung quivers over their shoulders and grabbed their crossbows. Jor unsheathed her broadsword and Belthos joined the others with the stone around his neck his only defense. 
 
    They followed the horrific screeching through the forest, Jor leading them closer and closer. 
 
    “By Meanos!” Jor exclaimed. “Look!” 
 
    She pointed to a cluster of pine trees. Dancing around them were four griffons, their wings beating madly. They roared, but it was different from the typical deep dragon roar and carried a bit of a screech. 
 
    “Griffons! Have you ever seen them so close?” she asked, turning to Tozgan. 
 
    “Never. Until this journey, I didn’t even think they were real!” 
 
    “What are they doing?” Belthos asked.  
 
    The group silenced and watched the griffons as they appeared to be fending off some creature. 
 
    “That’s a gray-soul!” Tozgan said.  
 
    Jor looked closer and noticed the shambling gray-soul blindly following its nose in search of flesh. 
 
    “It’s attempting to devour the griffons. Don’t they see how futile that is?” 
 
    Belthos spoke. “Remember, they aren’t alive like us. They’re dead and incapable of reason. Their bodies are shells seeking food; nothing more.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” Jor replied. “People don’t act that way.” 
 
    “Look!” Ori said, pointing at the scene, “It’s quite possible! I didn’t think the boy was right, either, but my eyes don’t lie. Do yours?” 
 
    Jor shook her head. “What menace is unleashed upon our world? How did we get to this? The dead walking amongst the living and griffons in the north. Our world is in danger, my friends. Let’s leave these creatures to fend for themselves. We have a duty to our friend, not to these…things.” 
 
    Jor marched back to camp and began storing her things in her bag, the others slowly dragging themselves away from the gray-soul and the griffons to do the same. Once they recovered everything, they followed Jor westward. 
 
    “We’ll find you yet, Lailoken, and slay every last dragon, griffon, or gray-soul who stands in our way,” Jor said to herself. The presence of the new threat only meant more enemies, and she was ready to have her blade taste blood again. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Ten 
 
    Lailoken watched as a procession of dragons bowed to Etain, offering their obedience and swearing fealty to her. She was seated on a stone throne at the outer edge of the cavern’s mouth. The ceremony was both a magnificent sight and a fearful one. He’d never known dragons to act in such a manner. To him and all of Tregaron, they were cruel beasts; trophies to acquire. What he’d witnessed since his time in captivity contradicted those beliefs. 
 
    Every once in a while, Etain turned to him, and he swore he could see a smile on those dragon lips of hers. He didn’t return the gesture but appreciated it all the same. If he had to live amongst his enemy, at least he could find solace in knowing Etain would not allow them to harm him. 
 
    After the day’s last dragon knelt before her, Etain turned into a bright ball of light and emerged in the form of his human wife once again, stepping down the stone stairs. Her beauty was matchless. It was her eyes, those captivating eyes that he saw in his mind ever since her disappearance. They still looked on him with passion and love. 
 
    “My dear, I see you’ve taken food,” Etain said as she approached. She moved with a regal gait, walking slowly as if to display her importance. 
 
    Lailoken nodded. “My stomach’s roar grew louder than my stubbornness. It won in the end.” He wanted to talk in familiar tones but Etain’s betrayal had stung deep. 
 
    “Would you care to walk? The day has been exhausting. I would enjoy your company.” 
 
    Lailoken considered the offer. “No lies, Etain.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No lies, my love. I swear. The truth only.” 
 
    Satisfied, Lailoken accompanied her. 
 
    They exited the cave and followed a path running along the cliff’s edge. Etain walked deliberately in the twilight, the half-moon overhead offering a fair amount of light. Waves crashed on the beach below, beating out a familiar sound. Noisy owls in the forest were busy with their nocturnal hunts. 
 
    “Lailoken, I never meant to deceive you. I wanted to befriend you. I thought maybe if I were to join with the greatest threat to my kind, I’d be able to show you we aren’t all evil. But you…your love, your care for me was unexpected.” 
 
    “You used me? I was a pawn in your game?” Lailoken froze while Etain took a few more steps. She took a deep inhale and continued without turning around. 
 
    “My intention was never to use you. I thought if I could get close to you, you’d understand. What I didn’t count on was falling in love with you.” She turned then, the moonlight highlighting her bright eyes and fair skin. “My heart is yours, my love. It has been since I first met you.” 
 
    “But you lied! Our relationship was a lie! You knew I hunted the Drakku. You knew my calling! So you lied to cover yourself. To protect your…your kind.” 
 
    “I cannot deny who I am any more than you can deny who you are. I own the fact that our relationship started with a lie, but you must believe me that it did not grow from there. It grew from the fertile soil of my feelings for you. Ever since I gave my heart to you, I’ve fought with my kind to keep you safe. Even when you continued to slaughter them, I fought many battles with furious dragons. You were and are my everything. Can you not see that?” 
 
    “What I see is a deceiver, like all the rest of your kind. I’ve yet to encounter a dragon that didn’t lie.” 
 
    Lailoken walked away, following the path in the dark forest, wanting to be alone in his thoughts.  
 
    “But, Lailoken! I swear to you!” 
 
    He didn’t turn back. He didn’t want to face her again, fearing he might give in. 
 
    He did love her more than anything. Or maybe it was the memory of her he loved. When he closed his eyes to think about his wife, he envisioned the woman he lost years ago, not the shifting dragon he knew now. Did that make a difference? He had chased a lie for close to eighteen years, and now that he knew the truth, how was it different? 
 
    Ingrained hatred for dragons was all he knew. How could he reconcile that with the truth? Etain was also more than a dragon. She was their leader. He still didn’t understand how it worked, but somehow, she commanded the rest of them as the day’s events had revealed. There were clear disagreements and not all the dragons followed her. Etain’s fight with the two Onyx dragons was proof of that. However, many more bowed to her and accepted her leadership despite what it did to their kind. 
 
    He turned, expecting Etain to be gone, but instead found her far down the path, staring at him in the moonlight. She raised a hand and a small ball of flame ignited in front of her, illuminating the path. He walked back to her, unsure what he was going to say or do. 
 
    “Lailoken, I cannot keep you any longer. It is unfair to you and our children. I want you to stay, but—” 
 
    Etain looked down to study the ground.  
 
    “I want you to stay, but if my deceit cannot be forgiven, I will not force you to live in our lands. Just know my love will always remain.” 
 
    Lailoken approached her, carefully sidestepping the flames and stood in front of her. He reached out and took her hands in his. 
 
    “Your lies hurt deep, Etain. I loved you. I wanted you back so badly. I swore I’d kill every last dragon that stood in my way. I was so convinced you were stolen by those wretched dragons!” 
 
    “We aren’t all that bad. We’re more like you than you care to admit.” 
 
    Lailoken closed his eyes and thought a moment, then opened them, staring again into her lovely eyes. 
 
    “I cannot forgive the betrayal completely, but I can try to make sense of what our new reality is. I cannot promise a return to what we were, but I can try to be civil. I’ve been raised to kill your kind, so it won’t be easy.” 
 
    “I know, my love,” she said, squeezing his hands. “And I do not take your words lightly. I know you are a man of honor.” 
 
    Going against the screaming voice inside his head, Lailoken leaned in to kiss her. He could feel the electricity of Etain’s lips, just like the first time they kissed. In that moment, everything felt right.  
 
    Lailoken stepped back from their embrace and admired her. Etain’s beauty was remarkable. Her long, shimmering hair and slender build didn’t seem to have aged a bit from when she lived with him so many years ago. 
 
    “I’ve dreamt of your return for so long. I never, ever imagined you were actually a dragon; only that you’d been taken by them. It has been  difficult to raise our daughter without you.” 
 
    “I understand Alushia is a fine woman. She’s more than capable of taking care of herself, is she not?” 
 
    Etain kept hold of Lailoken’s hand and walked along the path with the ball of flame guiding them. 
 
    Lailoken let out a little laugh. “Aye, she’s an amazing woman. She often reminded me of her mother. Strong, beautiful, and intelligent. She ran the homestead with an admirable sense of duty. I never once doubted her ability to keep it going.” 
 
    “I would like to see her again. To meet her as the woman she has become. I have much to share with her, as I have with you.” 
 
    Having Etain at his side was something Lailoken had wished for. Knowing she was also a dragon made it somewhat difficult to enjoy her presence, but the more they talked, the more he grew accustomed to it. As long as she didn’t shift into her other form. 
 
    “Why did you lie to me? Why didn’t you tell me about yourself back then?” Lailoken asked. 
 
    “What would you have done? If halflings are murdered in Tregaron, catching a dragon in human form would surely have meant my death. I do not fear the great beyond, but I’m not ready to be slain now, and I wasn’t then. I told you, my dear, you stole my heart. I wanted to live amongst your kind, and especially learn more about you, the greatest slayer in the world. What I found was much more than that. I found a true man, a true lover, a true kind-hearted person who gives of himself for others.” 
 
    “But…” he started, knowing she was right. If he had known then she was a dragon, the chances of him letting her live would not have been great.  
 
    He stopped walking. Was this Etain’s plan? Was she lying now to get what she wanted from him? 
 
    “Etain,” he said, turning to her, “I want to believe you. I want to trust you. How can I know you aren’t lying to me now? Dragons are cunning creatures that lie to get what they want.” 
 
    She scowled. “I’ve already shared my great deceit with you. It’s a regret I carry with me to this day. I want to make it right. I want you to see my kind are not evil, but kind and loving, just like you.” 
 
    “But can you understand my hesitation?” 
 
    “Dragons aren’t known liars. We are no different than humans in that regard. I swear on the lives of our children, I would not lie to you about my feelings. You are special to me. Do you know how many of my kind have died because of my love for you? Those Onyx Dragons—Grymryg and Freytha—represent a growing sect of dragons increasingly unhappy with me. They want you dead and do not care about my decree.” 
 
    They walked quietly for a few moments before Lailoken spoke again. 
 
    “So who are you, Etain? I know you’re a dragon. I know you hold some power over your kind, but why? Who are you to command such respect?” 
 
    Etain smiled. “I am much, much older than you think.” 
 
    He stopped and turned to her. “I thought I was the older of the two of us,” he said with a smile. It did feel great to talk with her again, though he never imagined it would be the current subject matter. 
 
    “You are much younger than I. My ancestors go back to the beginning of time. I come from before the Reformation.” 
 
    Lailoken’s jaw fell open. “The…Reformation? That’s—” 
 
    “A thousand years ago. You’re correct. I’m over a thousand years old, actually. One thousand three hundred twenty-six, give or take.” 
 
    Lailoken let out a hearty laugh. “Now you’re lying to me again! That’s impossible! I refuse to believe you’re that old!” 
 
    Etain smiled. “I refuse to lie to you, my love. I’m that old. In fact, there are no dragons older. My rightful place as their leader is a claim I do not make lightly. I’ve had many challengers over the centuries, but I refuse to allow our kind to fall like they did before the Reformation. It’s part of why I did what I did.” 
 
    Lailoken cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean? I’m still not sure I believe you. No creature is that old!” 
 
    “The Blood Stone. I was there my love. I participated in the ritual. Of those there that day, I am the last living being. All the rest have passed on. It was our plan, and since it was put in place, we realized our error when humans used it for evil. We took great pains to hide it, but—” 
 
    “I found it,” he whispered, interrupting her.  
 
    “That you did, and now it must be destroyed for good.” 
 
    Lailoken let the words sink in, wishing they were not true, but something inside told him he knew the truth already. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Eleven 
 
    Myrthyd stood grinning on the platform. Tukra, the head of the Tower guards, discovered another halfling girl and brought her to him. Using the wraith, he determined she was in fact not a halfling, but a normal girl. However, his people didn’t need to know that. They were in a crisis, food was dwindling, and the Drakku were at fault. The people had to see that! 
 
    “We are here today to execute this abomination from our lands. Halflings are terrible monsters that pollute our land and are unworthy of life.”  
 
    The crowd roared their approval, like dogs waiting for their treat. 
 
    “The punishment…is death!” 
 
    The girl, probably age fourteen or fifteen, struggled against the bindings holding her to the post. “I’m not a halfling! My parents are both human! Please! Have mercy on me!” 
 
    “You’ve been accused by many to have mixed blood! The evidence is overwhelming. The verdict is death.” Myrthyd’s voice was calm and sinister. A light breeze rustled his black cloak, the overcast sky a gloomy backdrop of the dreary proceedings.  
 
    “Kill her!” a man shouted. 
 
    “Halflings must die!” a woman added. 
 
    “Please, no! Spare her!” a man called out. Myrthyd spun to face the crowd. A man and woman embraced, arms tight around each other, both with tears down their faces. The man looked to Myrthyd. “Please, Kull Naga, she’s no halfling. She’s our daughter! Her accusers shame her out of spite and envy. They blame her for their crop failures. We are not dragons nor do we have dragon blood. Please, have mercy on her.” 
 
    Myrthyd peered at them. “Guards! Bring them to me!” 
 
    Tukra ordered four guards to secure the couple. They pushed through the now silent crowd and roughly shoved the couple up the steps of the platform. 
 
    “Please let me go! This is a mistake!” the girl cried. 
 
    Myrthyd knew the girl’s innocence, but the people needed to be kept in line. He’d do what was necessary to control them. Halflings disgusted him, but they were also now the source of his impending army. Until he filled its ranks, he’d have to keep his people’s attention focused on obedience. 
 
    “Silence!” he yelled. All eyes were on him as the girl’s parents faced him on the platform. 
 
    “Is this your daughter?” 
 
    “Yes, Kull Naga. Our one and only,” the woman said. 
 
    “And if she’s a halfling, then one of you is a dragon.” The words dripped like venom from his mouth. 
 
    “No! Never!” the man said. “We’re true Tregarons. Our family has served long in this land. We’re pure like you!” 
 
    “The evidence against her is overwhelming. Your daughter is a halfling!” 
 
    “No!” the woman yelled. “Please have mercy! She’s only a girl.” 
 
    Murmurs of Death! and Kill her! slowly drifted amongst the crowd. Then a growing chorus of Kill the parents! began near the back of the crowd and surged forward as others picked up the plea. 
 
    Myrthyd grinned. The people were his. Their obedience was firm. He only had to give them what they wanted once in a while, and he didn’t even have to use compulsion on them. 
 
    “Please, she is no halfling! We are faithful servants!” the man pleaded.  
 
    “Guards, add them to the pole,” he said coldly.  
 
    Guards shoved them as they struggled to escape and used a length of rope to tie them to the same pole as their daughter. The three of them huddled together and wept. 
 
    The crowd erupted in applause as the family held each other tight.  
 
    “Kill the beasts!” a man shouted. More applause and cries for justice rang out. 
 
    “By the power of the Order and the laws of the land, I pronounce a sentence of death upon you all,” Myrthyd boomed. He used his power to deepen and amplify his voice. They must all cower to his will.  
 
    “No, please! Stop this madness!” the woman cried. Spittle flew from her mouth. Her husband and the girl joined in her pleas for release. Myrthyd nodded to the guards, who cleared the platform in anticipation of what was to come. 
 
    Myrthyd raised his hands and a faint glow of red flame engulfed them. The crowd roared in approval.  
 
    “Death is your only hope. May Meanos have mercy on your souls.” 
 
    “Spare us! We are true Tregarons!” the man shouted. 
 
    A bright ball of flame ignited above their heads, larger and hotter than anything Myrthyd had created before. He felt the Blood Stone vibrate softly inside his cloak, the power enhancing his abilities to degrees he’d never known. 
 
    Slowly Myrthyd lowered his hands and the flaming ball followed direction, creeping closer and closer to the family who clutched each other. 
 
    The crowd applauded and called for death, urging Myrthyd to finish the task. 
 
    The flames reached the top of the pole and slowly worked downward, closer and closer to the family.  
 
    “No! Spare us!” the girl cried out. 
 
    Myrthyd lowered his hands further and the red-hot flames dropped. First the man and then the woman screamed in agony as the flames ignited their hair and consumed their heads. The girl tried to lower herself but the bindings were secure. The red flames burned brighter as they devoured the family, lighting their tunics. Flaming appendages waved fiercely. The ball of red grew wider, taking in the entire family. The trio screamed in horror, the flames wrapping their bodies in certain death. 
 
    Finally, Myrthyd rested his hands at his sides, watching the flames shoot to the top of the pole from the platform itself. Within the dancing fire, the family struggled against the bonds. The crowd hushed as they watched the last moments of life from what they believed was a halfling and her parents, one of them a dragon. 
 
    They waited, anticipating the moment of death.  
 
    Flames burned bright and hot, the figures inside finally succumbing to their fate, slumping from their bindings, no longer struggling against them. They were dead. 
 
    Myrthyd raised his hands to the crowd. “The execution is done! We have removed a blight from our land!” 
 
    Thunderous applause roared from the onlookers. Myrthyd stood for several moments basking in the glory.  
 
    He moved his hand slightly and the flames on the platform dissipated, revealing the three intertwined charred bodies. 
 
    The remains smoldered and smoked. Myrthyd turned to the bodies and smiled. “Let any who gaze upon them know we shall not tolerate impurities. Halflings will never be allowed within our borders. Our land will forever be free of dragon-breeds!” He shot flames from his hands, arcing high in the air over the crowd. When the two strands collided and extinguished, the crowd erupted, yelling and applauding, calling his name, 
 
    “Kull Naga Myrthyd! Kull Naga Myrthyd!” they chanted over and over. Myrthyd allowed the applause to consume him, their adoration welcome to his ears. After quite some time, he lowered his hands and left the platform with several Magus in black robes and Tukra with his guards in tow. 
 
    “Wonderful display, Kull Naga,” the Magus Renfro said. The older man served him well; a trusted Magus he held close. The compulsion spell he used on the man also helped keep him trustworthy. 
 
    “Thank you, Renfro. This ought to keep the halflings in-line. I swear, they seem to be appearing more often now.” Myrthyd held public executions regularly since his return from the south, though he rarely allowed halflings to die at the stake. Once he realized what he needed for the night-wraith to work, he immediately halted executions of all halflings, though only he knew it. No one tried to stop him, other than those accused like the girl and her family who were just publicly burned. With his plan in progress, it was only a matter of time before his army grew to a considerable size. 
 
    “Aye Kull, the halflings have been many. I believe dragons have done serious damage to our people. I feel you’ll soon have them flushed out and pure blood will once again run freely. You’ve done a great service for Tregaron, Prime. It is my honor to serve.” 
 
    Myrthyd turned to the older man. He hadn’t been using compulsion on him. The admission was freely given. “Thank you, Renfro. It means a lot to have your support.” He gave the old man’s shoulder a squeeze and then left him standing, attending to several novices who accosted him. 
 
    Tukra and his guards led Myrthyd back to his room where they stood outside his door. “I’ll not be accepting visitors. I mean to study. Please keep it quiet out here.”  
 
    “We’ll see to your privacy,” Tukra said.  
 
    The moment he closed the door, Myrthyd pulled the Blood Stone free. It was a remarkable object, black with red shimmering through. It was the size of his fist and vibrated slightly, especially when he tapped into its power.  
 
    “Soon I will be unstoppable. None will be able to oppose my power and live. Who can stop my gray-soul army? Dragons will fear me and people will bow down. When I destroy the weak southerners, all will fall under my power.” 
 
    He pulled Drexon’s tome from its cradle on his desk and sat in his chair, resting the Blood Stone on his lap. He turned to the familiar poem; its words written on his mind. 
 
      
 
    From dark crystal once hidden now found 
 
    Comes power unchecked, unbound. 
 
    Fill the onyx with a dragon’s soul 
 
    And own the dream, the dreamer whole. 
 
      
 
    Find the crystal among a dragon’s back 
 
    Within a cavern, dark and black. 
 
    Slay the keeper and take the gem 
 
    Power eternal, over dragon, over men. 
 
      
 
    The dragon soul you will bind, 
 
    A night-wraith to destroy the mind. 
 
    The living will live among the dead, 
 
    When you control the visions within their heads. 
 
      
 
    Vile offspring of a dragon’s lie 
 
    Controlled by the onyx eye. 
 
    Within the fatal dragon fate, 
 
    Power of yours, a night-wraith.  
 
      
 
    The words taunted him. They were the source of his power. They unlocked a potential which no previous Magus ever dared to tap into. With the Blood Stone at his command and the wraith locked within, he ruled the dreams of halflings. Devouring their minds turned them into gray-souls completely under his control. With no opposition to his authority, the gray-souls were beholden to his every whim. They’d go where no human would and do what no human dared. They were the perfect instruments of his fury. 
 
    The south allowed unfettered dragon activity, looking upon halflings as a natural part of their world. They were disgusting heathens in need of correction.  
 
    Myrthyd wanted to extend his influence south, to destroy their adherence to Deavos’ laws. They were wrong. They were misguided and in need of correction. With the Blood Stone, he’d see to it. After he unified Tregaron, crossing the mountains with the gray-soul army at his command was his next step.  
 
    The power within the Blood Stone consumed him and he wanted nothing more than to unleash it. In time, he’d allow the full force of his fury to run wild against all who opposed him. They must never know his truth. He’d never allow it. 
 
    It had been days since he met with the wraith. He wanted to know if it found that wretched sister of his. Closing his eyes, he channeled energy into the Blood Stone and soon found himself within a black void. 
 
    “Wraith!” he called out. “Your master is here.”  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twelve 
 
    They’d been traveling for three days and Ryn still couldn’t change back into dragon form. If he had, they’d be in the Dragon Lands already. Instead, he, Alushia, and Brida were stuck traversing across the dangerous Dragonback Mountains, exposed and uncertain. 
 
    “Ryn, are you sure you can’t change yet?” 
 
    It surprised her how easily she accepted the dragon-man into her life. Only months before, she believed dragons were the scourge of the world. It was their fault Tregaron had experienced such wasting away. Dragons and their halfling brood were supposed to be something to fear and hate. Yet, here she stood with a dragon; herself a halfling. None of it seemed evil. None of it seemed wrong. Who was the liar: dragons or the Order? After a lifetime of accusing dragons, she found it difficult to believe the Order was honest with the people of Tregaron after her recent experiences.  
 
    “I’m positive. I feel I’m on the edge of making it happen, but not yet. Soon, Alushia; I just know it.” 
 
    Brida rubbed her large head against his leg, her soft purr a welcome sound. 
 
    The sun was settling low in the sky and they found themselves in a small stand of trees. “We’ll stay here for the night. No sense in going out there without the promise of shelter,” Ryn said. Alushia had no argument and the dragon-man quickly had a fire going to warm them. After a small meal, Alushia curled up with Brida and soon fell asleep as Ryn watched for dangers. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alushia opened her eyes and found herself standing on a large boulder in the middle of a desert. It was like no place she’d ever been. A dry, warm breeze gently caressed her cheek. There were no trees for shelter and sand dunes rolled like the sea. She squinted, holding her hand above her eyes to see if anything was near. 
 
    A loud roar in the sky caught her attention. When she looked up, her heart was caught in her throat. It was the night-wraith Avess. 
 
    He roared again, his large tattered wings beating in the blazing sun. Smoke trailed from his eyes along his body. He circled in the sky several times and landed in front of her, folding his wings behind him. 
 
    “Avess—” she began. He cut her off with a snort. 
 
    “I have little time. If he finds out, all is lost. All!”  
 
    “What is it? Where have you been? I’ve seen creatures…gray-souls…that somehow come from you?”  
 
    Avess hung his head, the eerie, smoky eyes unable to meet hers. 
 
    “The truth stings, but I cannot hide. What you speak is real. They are our doing, though not by my will. It’s his will. We’ve tried to defy him, but…but he’s powerful and we cannot resist. Our will is his to control.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Another loud roar caught her attention and Alushia spun on the rock, her gaze to the sky. Crossing the sun was another night-wraith. Though its wings were torn, it didn’t look as old or tattered as Avess. It was similar, but something about it was different. 
 
    “There’s two of you?” 
 
    “Another soul trapped within. Release. That’s all that matters now. If we remain, others may join us and his powers will grow immensely. Dark times are ahead. It must end.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Avess? I’m with a dragon, Ryn, and we’re going to the Dragon Lands to find my mother Etain.” 
 
    Avess looked up at her when she spoke the name. “So you accept? You see reason? That’s why you are in danger. Not that you believe, but that you are.” 
 
    “I’m confused.” She wrinkled her face at him, unable to comprehend his cryptic words.  
 
    The night-wraith in the sky circled and suddenly the scene changed from a sandy wasteland to green fields with mountains in the distance, their snowy peaks rising into the clouds. 
 
    “Etain can mend this. She knows what must be done. She was there. At the beginning, she was there. Of all present, she is the last. She can stop her son. It must be so.” 
 
    “Her…son?” Alushia asked. Elk ran across the field. A farm materialized from nothing. Long rows of wheat and barley extended as far as she could see. None of it was rotten. 
 
    “His evil permeates everything. He is the source. He is the reason for it all.” 
 
    “Who? Who is this you speak of?” 
 
    The night-wraith roared above and Avess looked upward. “No time. I must go before he finds out. I’ve done all I can to keep him ignorant of you. I fear I may not be able to continue doing so.” 
 
    Avess leapt into the air and joined the other night-wraith.  
 
    “Wait! Come back! Avess, who is it? Who do you speak of?” 
 
    The two night-wraiths roared as they flew away to the east, not turning back to look at her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Alushia woke, it was still dark. The fire had died down and she felt a chill. Inching closer to Brida, she tried to use the snowcat’s warmth.  
 
    Avess’s words replayed in her mind. She didn’t know what he was warning her about, but maybe Ryn would. 
 
    Across the dying fire, the dragon-man slept sitting against a tree. He must have fallen asleep while on watch. It didn’t bother her and she didn’t feel less safe. Something about having him and Brida nearby, even asleep, comforted her. She soon fell back to sleep until approaching footsteps woke her. 
 
    “Hey, are you ready?” It was Ryn. Her groggy mind barely registered his face.  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “We need to get moving. Gray-souls are nearby. Several of them too. Seems like they’re going someplace as a group. I’d rather not have to deal with that today.” 
 
    Alushia stirred and stretched, Brida doing the same.  
 
    When they finally got up and moving, Ryn pointed at a gray-soul to their right.  
 
    “See, over there. All morning they’ve been on the move. I don’t know what’s happening, but I fear something terrible is going on.” 
 
    “Have you tried to change today?” Alushia asked, hoping to gain the advantage of flight to get them out of the mountains and far away from the gray-souls. 
 
    “I doubt it’ll work.” 
 
    “Just try. For me,” she said, winking at him. 
 
    He shook his head and closed his eyes.  
 
    A bright flash of light erupted in front of Alushia. She had to shield her eyes from the brilliance. Then it vanished and before her stood a tall Garnet dragon. Ryn in his natural state. 
 
    That feels amazing! He said to her in her mind. She still didn’t understand how the connection worked and how she could hear him speaking to her in her head, but she didn’t care. He was his dragon self again. Never in her life had she ever wanted to see a dragon as badly as she did right then. 
 
    “Do you think you can fly?” 
 
    Only one way to find out! 
 
    Ryn unfolded his large wings and leapt into the air. He soared high into the sky. Yes! This is wonderful! I’m me again! 
 
    Ryn traced random patterns in the sky, fire erupting from his mouth. It was a spectacular display of flame and dragon, something her father would’ve been excited to see only for the hunt on his hands. 
 
    Are you ready? he spoke in her mind. Brida sent a sensation of fear. 
 
    “Don’t worry, girl. He’s our friend. It’s Ryn. You like him!” 
 
    Alushia looked up to the sky. “I am, but Brida’s not so sure!” 
 
    Oh, so now she doesn’t like me? I’ll remember that when she needs someone to snuggle up to! He laughed as he flew down toward them. 
 
    Alushia climbed up his wing to sit on his neck just behind his head. “Brida, he’ll have to carry you, girl. Like before? It’ll be fine. Ryn won’t let you go.” 
 
    Brida snorted but remained steady, waiting for the inevitable.  
 
    Ryn flew into the air and scooped up the snowcat in his large claws, careful not to injure her. Got her! Now we can go. 
 
    Alushia clung to his neck as Ryn flew higher into the sky, the air growing colder the higher they went. He flew into a cloud, water droplets covering them. He then burst from the whiteness into the blue sky. 
 
    I’ve missed this so much! You have no idea what it’s like to be free and alive like this! I wish you could. You’d love it! 
 
    “This does well enough for me,” she shouted back, trying to speak over the rustle of his flapping wings.  
 
    Ryn circled the trees where they left. I want to see where the gray-souls are going. Something’s not right. 
 
    “There!” Alushia said pointing to the ground as if Ryn could see her motion. The dragon’s head swiveled back and forth, scanning the ground underneath until he saw what she pointed at. 
 
    Several shambling bodies were forcing themselves through the forest toward a narrow pass. Ryn flew above them, following the direction of their line. It was scattered with gray-souls, many more than they expected.  
 
    “I thought there were only a few of them! What’s going on?” 
 
    I fear the night-wraith has been unleashed by the Blood Stone. Dark times are ahead. You must refrain from the night-wraith. 
 
    “How do I do that? I have no control over my dreams.” 
 
    You must resist it. Your life depends on it. Do you want to be one of them? 
 
    Alushia looked over his shoulder at the gray-souls below. “No, not at all.” 
 
    Find a way to avoid the night-wraith. It is the only way. 
 
    Ryn followed the line into the valley and she heard him gasp in her mind. She did the same, holding a hand over her mouth. “By Meanos,” she said. “Look at them.” 
 
    There were a mass of gray-souls packed into a small valley. It was as if they were herded together like animals in a pen. 
 
    “Look!” Alushia cried out, pointing at men in black armor. “Down there around the gray-souls!” 
 
    Ryn’s head turned to the left. It’s begun. He’s growing an army. 
 
    “Who? Who’s doing this? What do you know that you aren’t sharing with me?” 
 
    The Kull Naga Myrthyd. He’s done this. He’s unlocked the night-wraith. This is worse than I thought. Etain must know! 
 
    Ryn circled the valley, roaring and spitting flame. The men in black turned upwards, shouting something they couldn’t hear. Alushia felt a sense of anger from Brida directed at Ryn’s flying or the gray-souls below, she wasn’t sure.  
 
    We have to go. The longer we stay, the worse it is for you. If we can keep you away from the night-wraith, you’ll be safe. 
 
    Once more, Ryn raced across the sky then left the gray-souls behind. Alushia turned as they flew away, studying those below. There were so many of them! What if there were more? How were they going to stop all of them? It was a problem she had no answers for.  
 
    “I hope my mother knows what to do. I’m sure father is fuming right now if he’s with her.” 
 
    Ryn chuckled. Yeah, I can’t imagine the greatest dragon slayer of all time is happy knowing his missing wife is a dragon and his daughter is a halfling.  
 
    Alushia clung to his neck, feeling his muscles move as he flew from the horrific sight below. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirteen 
 
    For two days Jor led the small group westward, sticking close to a stream that seemed to traverse the land heading for their final destination: the land of dragons and hopefully Lailoken. They were fortunate enough not to encounter any of those gray-souls or griffons, though several dragons flew overhead. 
 
    “Aye, if only we had the drop on that miserable beast,” Jor said as an Opal dragon soared above them. It was mid-afternoon, and if they weren’t under the cover of the forest canopy, they’d be exposed to the fierce sun and the dragon. 
 
    “But it’s out of reach and nothing we can do will bring it back. It’s heading where we are, so my instincts tell me we’re on the right path,” Tozgan said. Ori grunted his approval. 
 
    They moved out from the forest into a large field with tall grass swaying in the breeze.  
 
    “Look there!” Belthos shouted, his youthful exuberance in full display. He pointed ahead. “See there? The line rising from the horizon. It’s smoke!” 
 
    “By Meanos, the lad has it!” Tozgan replied.  
 
    Jor shielded her eyes to the harsh sun above. “Do you think it’s an isolated settlement, or have we come across our first city in these lands?” 
 
    “It’s hard to tell. I wouldn’t mind if it was a village. I could use some decent rest, a warm meal—” 
 
    “And a mug of ale!” Jor said, interrupting Tozgan. 
 
    “Aye, especially that!” 
 
    “Shall we proceed, then? Maybe see what lies ahead for us?” Jor asked. 
 
    None objected so they carefully headed toward the streaming smoke. 
 
    As the approached, it was clear they had stumbled upon a small city. More streams of smoke rose in the sky and buildings dotted the horizon, spreading out to either side. The forest was cleared all the way to the city and rose once again beyond it. 
 
    “Anyone have an idea what this place is?” Jor asked, looking at Tozgan. 
 
    “How would I know? My travels are in Tregaron, not out here!” 
 
    Jor smiled. “Thought I’d ask.” 
 
    A faded dirt road led from the wide field into the city, flanked to either side by small houses. As they entered the city, dogs barked at them. Startled by the dogs, chickens inside wooden pens at the house on their right came alive and created a loud cacophony. The door on the small wooden house slammed open and an old woman ran out with a straw broom. She swatted at the pen.  
 
    “Shut up, you infernal things!” She raised the broom again and noticed the group on the road.  
 
    Jor waved a hand. “Greetings!” 
 
    “Bah! Go about, would ya?” the old woman replied. She swatted at the chickens once more, then scurried back into her house, slamming the door. 
 
    “Nice greeting,” Ori said. 
 
    “I’d be cautious if I saw us, too,” Belthos said. 
 
    Jor noticed his stone glow faintly.  
 
    “Hey, you may want to hide that under your shirt. Remember, we’re in dragon lands. If they see a Magus using a stone infused with dragon blood, they might not take kindly to us.” 
 
    Belthos nodded and buttoned his shirt over the stone. 
 
    “Do ya suppose they got an inn here?” Tozgan asked. 
 
    “I hope so. What city doesn’t?” Jor replied. 
 
    The city spread out in a circular pattern, the dirt streets radiating outward from a central building ahead. The closer they got, the more it looked like a place of worship to Jor. 
 
    “Look there,” she said. “You think that’s one of their dragon-loving shrines?” 
 
    Ori giggled at her comment, forcing a grin across her face. 
 
    Dusk was settling in and oil lamps were lit along the streets by young boys wearing bright red tunics. Women in similar tunics marched in pairs with short swords at their hip. 
 
    “Guards?” Ori asked. 
 
    “Aye, my dracs be on that,” Tozgan said. “Best if we stay clear of them.” 
 
    They drew closer to the black building in the city center. It had two large spires piercing the sky and several of the red-clad women guards slowly marched around it. 
 
    “Whatever it is, they feel it’s important,” Jor said, “so maybe for now we leave it be. I fear no dragon, but I’m no fool. In a strange land, we must be careful.” 
 
    “Over there!” Belthos said a little too loudly. One of the guards near the building looked their way. She watched them for several moments and then continued her vigilance. 
 
    Belthos pointed at a small two-story building where several people congregated out front with mugs of ale in their hands. A sign hung from the side of the building with a picture of a dragon wing. 
 
    “Ah…the tavern!” Tozgan said. “Better than an inn any day! Shall we?” 
 
    Jor clapped him on the back. “A man after my own heart!” 
 
    As they approached, Jor said in a quiet voice, “Be careful. We don’t know their customs. No sense in coming this far only to be killed for some breach of form we aren’t aware of.” 
 
    Near the entrance, two men barely able to stand took notice of the group. 
 
    “Hey, Bentha, would ya look at that? Ain’t never seen them here before,” the man on the right said. He was overweight with a large bald spot and a scraggly beard. His clothes were dirty and his shirt was untucked from his trousers, exposing his jiggling belly. 
 
    “Aye, Marco, looks that way ta me,” Bentha replied. He was slightly skinnier with a full head of dark hair and deep inset eyes but was just as dirty. 
 
    “What have we here?” Marco said, reaching out to touch Jor’s long red hair. 
 
    Before he had a chance to remove his hand, Jor knocked his hand away and grasped his throat, slamming him against the outer wall of the tavern. Marco’s eyes widened, his friend Bentha nearly falling over laughing. 
 
    “You touch me or anyone like that again, I won’t hesitate to sever that hand and shove it down your throat. Am I clear?” Jor growled. 
 
    “I’d listen to her, men; she’s a woman of her word,” Tozgan added. 
 
    Marco nodded, unable to speak because of Jor’s grip. She held a moment longer and let go. Marco rubbed his throat and slunk away.  
 
    “Dumb foreigner,” Jor heard him mutter as Bentha joined him, wrapping an arm around his shoulder, and laughing heartily. 
 
    “Like I said, be careful. Who knows what kind of fools are inside?” Jor said, then pushed through the wooden door of the tavern. 
 
    Inside, the place was alive with music and laughter. A band of brightly dressed musicians was to their right, playing a song Jor had never heard that spoke of a dragon that liberated their people and fell asleep after drinking too much meade. 
 
    The tavernkeeper was a short man with white hair and a full white beard. He wore a dark brown tunic stained with alcohol and a touch of blood. He rushed from patron to patron behind the bar, filling eager customers’ mugs with ale and succumbing to all kinds of insults, which he laughed off as he took their dracs. 
 
    Most within the tavern happily sang along with the musicians, their voices rising in a drunken chorus.  
 
    “By Meanos, I’ve missed that!” Tozgan said, clapping Jor on the back. The tavernkeeper looked up at them with wide, frightful eyes.  
 
    “You aren’t from around here, are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Come on, Brahn, keep the ale flowing!” a man down the bar called out. 
 
    “I’ll be there in a minute!” the tavernkeeper said, never removing his eyes from Tozgan. 
 
    Brahn leaned closer. “Are you folks from the east?” He spoke so softly that Jor barely heard him over the music and singing. 
 
    Tozgan looked to her and she stepped closer to the bar.  
 
    “What answer gets us a mug of ale?” Jor replied with a wide smile.  
 
    Brahn nodded slowly. “I see. You might do well to keep to yourself. Those from east of the mountains aren’t treated kindly here. Now for me, as long as you’ve got dracs you’re willing to part with, I don’t care where you come from.” 
 
    “Brahn! Ale!” the man yelled again. Jor turned in his direction and saw a massive man with a long braided brown beard. He looked able to tear a tree in two and then carry it over the mountains. 
 
    “Go on, take care of the man before he can’t stand it,” Jor said to Brahn. The tavernkeeper hesitated, then rushed toward the large man and filled three mugs of ale. 
 
    “There you go, Anders. That ought to last a few minutes, at least,” Brahn said to the man. 
 
    “Hey Jor, why’d you do that?” Ori asked with a look of distress on his face. “I really wanted something to drink!” 
 
    “Patience. That man is larger than any of us and we aren’t here to fight.” 
 
    Brahn returned and poured mugs of ale. “Dracs?” he asked before setting the mugs in front of them. 
 
    Jor reached into her bag and pulled out the coins. “Here,” she said, slapping them on the bar. Brahn scooped them up and smiled. 
 
    “Enjoy!” he said, pushing the mugs across the bar. 
 
    “Sweet, sweet nectar,” Tozgan said, taking a long sip. Jor, Ori, and Belthos did the same. It was cool and sweet. Jor took another sip. 
 
    A table opened up near the far wall. “Hey, let’s grab some seats,” Ori said, leading the group to the table.  
 
    As they were about to sit, Anders and two others as large as him plopped themselves in the chairs. 
 
    “Hey! We were about to sit there,” Ori said. 
 
    “Is that so? Like I’d let a group of strangers take my seat,” Anders replied. He downed an entire mug of ale in one gulp, slamming the mug on the table. 
 
    “Brahn, more ale! And tell these strangers who gets the table, will ya?” Anders yelled out. 
 
    “It’s all right. We didn’t know,” Jor said, holding Ori back. “We meant no disrespect.” 
 
    “The redhead knows her place! You’d all do well to listen to her!” 
 
    Jor’s anger burned bright, but she pushed it down, unwilling to let it boil out of control.  
 
    The musicians changed to a different tune that got many in the tavern out of their seats dancing.  
 
    “Good day, gentlemen,” Jor said to Anders and the pair with him, whisking her group toward another table that had been vacated. 
 
    “That woman leads them like dogs! I bet they sniff her arse, too!” Anders said to one of the men. Jor heard it and spun on her heels. 
 
    “I tried to be nice, but that’s how you wanna be?” Inside, she seethed. Tozgan and Belthos each grabbed an arm and restrained her. 
 
    “What? It’s true. Look at them!” he said waving his hands at them. “Like little puppies following their momma.” 
 
    “Come on, Jor, it’s not worth it,” Belthos said. “Remember what you told us. Let it go and enjoy your ale.” 
 
    Jor’s face burned almost as red as her hair. “I warn you, watch your tongue or I’ll cut it out for you.” 
 
    “Big talk for a little girl,” Anders said, then turned from her to watch the dancers. 
 
    “Let it be, Jor. Listen to your own advice. He’s not worth it,” Belthos said quietly. 
 
    Jor finally looked at him and nodded. “Fine.” 
 
    They sat at the empty table and finished their ale and several more mugs brought by Brahn, who was all too eager to take their dracs.  
 
    Jor didn’t take her eyes off Anders for the rest of the night. She sipped her ale while he chugged mug after mug until he could barely stand on his own. His companions eventually dragged him out of the tavern, but not without him glaring at Jor, who returned the gaze. 
 
    After they left, Brahn stopped by their table. 
 
    “He’s not a terrible man, just a bit rock-headed at times. Fortunately he left early. I assume you need a place to sleep tonight? There’s an inn two doors down run by a sweet woman named Emelda. Tell her Brahn sent you, and she might not charge you double!” 
 
    “Thanks for the kindness,” Jor said in a mocking tone.  
 
    “Any time!” 
 
    Brahn left to break up a fight between two women who were screaming about pigs or men or ale; Jor wasn’t quite sure. 
 
    “I say we take up our friend on his offer. I could use some rest,” Tozgan said. 
 
    “Same here. I’m in need of a good bed,” Ori added. 
 
    They left and soon found rooms cheaper than Jor imagined, but still more than they were worth.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
    After Etain’s revelation, Lailoken couldn’t stop thinking about her words. Could it possibly be true about her age? If dragons lived that long, what about halflings? Did they get some form of extended life with dragon blood running through their veins? 
 
    Lailoken often left the cavern to explore a new area, as he did this overcast morning. Thick white clouds covered the sky. In the distance, a dark gray sky foretold future storms.  
 
    Since the talk with Etain, he relented on his abject hatred for dragons. None seemed to want him dead, at least not that they expressed toward him.  
 
    He attempted once to enter the further reaches of the cavern, but he was prevented from exploring and the attitude the other dragons gave Etain was enough for him to let it go. That allowed him to venture freely through the forest to learn about the strange dragon lands. 
 
    Much of the vegetation seemed normal; nothing was too odd for him. The biggest change from Tregaron were the warmer temperatures. Tregaron was cold no matter what time of year. The dragon lands were temperate and green, teeming with life. 
 
    Climbing down from the cavern, Lailoken went further west along the seashore, enjoying the crashing waves. In some small ways, it reminded him of home. Flanked as it was on three sides by the bitter cold northern sea, Tregaron was no stranger to the water, though here, it was warmer and the ocean breeze fell hot on his face. He followed the shoreline, leaving the cavern far behind and out of sight. A small stream emptying into the ocean caught his attention. It cut through the beach and into the forest beyond. With the hot sun above, he decided to follow it, exploring while taking a break from the heat. 
 
    A few meters into the forest, he heard  faint moaning. Not expecting anyone around, it caught his attention. 
 
    The stream wound through the forest, cutting curved lines through the trees. He stayed close to its banks as he listened for the sound calling to him. 
 
    Maybe it’s a trap, he thought. Etain did say not all the dragons believed in her leadership.  
 
    He almost convinced himself that it was and turned around, unwilling to find the source of the sound. But then he chided himself for being afraid of a dragon, something he certainly was not, and continued farther, grabbing a thick stick to use as a weapon since his sword had been taken by the dragons who had watched over him in the cavern. 
 
    Carefully walking around a bend in the stream, he saw movement ahead and quickly crouched down. 
 
    “What is that?” he said quietly to himself. He watched a person struggling in the stream. It looked like a boy of about fifteen. His skin was gray. His tunic was tattered and there was hair missing in places on his scalp. He was moaning and growling, stuck in the middle of the stream as though something had ahold of his leg. 
 
    “By Meanos, what is this?” Lailoken asked. The boy growled louder, his arms flailing. 
 
    Lailoken looked to either side of the boy, expecting to find a greater danger, but nothing else moved.  
 
    Moving slowly, Lailoken remained crouched as he approached the boy. The guttural sounds emanating from him frightened the slayer. He’d never heard such feral sounds come from another person. It was like he was an animal. 
 
    Is this what happens to halflings? he wondered. Is he struggling against his animal nature? 
 
    Cautious of startling him, Lailoken moved closer to figure out what he was dealing with. Then, the gray boy stopped struggling and whipped his head toward Lailoken with his nose high in the air, sniffing. 
 
    “What is going on?” Lailoken asked quietly.  
 
    The gray boy cocked his head to the side and Lailoken noticed a deep gash in his neck with pieces of flesh hanging off. With that much exposed muscle underneath, it should have poured blood, but it was just as gray as the rest of him. Frightened by the ghastly sight, Lailoken took a step back, unsure if he should pursue his inspection of the boy. Whatever it was, he wasn’t human. At least, not human as Lailoken understood. 
 
    The gray boy cried, a sound so pitiful that Lailoken covered his ears. He stopped and turned in the stream, and instead of crossing it like he was doing when Lailoken arrived, he shuffled his way downstream toward the slayer. 
 
    “What the…” Lailoken said. He waited a moment to assess where the boy was headed, and when he realized he was coming toward him, he turned to flee. He’d fought and killed many dragons in his time, but he’d never seen anything like this.  
 
    Behind him, Lailoken heard the boy groan louder, snarling and sniffing the air. He turned and the boy was closing in on him. 
 
    “By Meanos, I will not die this day!”  
 
    Lailoken found a small clearing and took his stand, holding the large stick like a spear. 
 
    The gray boy followed, rising out of the stream and stumbling along the bank directly toward him. Lailoken crouched, waiting for him to close in. 
 
    The gray boy growled. Lailoken noticed his eyes were completely gray, as though storm clouds filled him. “What sickness ails you?” 
 
    The boy stumbled on the bank and fell. He tried rising to his feet but lost control of his body and instead of standing, he clutched at the dirt and grass, trying to pull himself toward Lailoken. 
 
    Noticing he had the advantage, Lailoken ran to him, intending on stopping him. 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    The gray boy growled in reply. A patch of flesh was missing on his cheek and Lailoken could see inside his black mouth. The slayer recoiled in disgust. “This is not natural! If this is what dragon blood does to halflings, my sweet Alushia will have no future.” 
 
    Clawing at the dirt, the gray boy pushed himself a little closer to Lailoken, but still he could not stand. The slayer crept closer with the stick raised in defense.  
 
    “What’s wrong with you? What ails you?” 
 
    The gray boy acted like he hadn’t heard a word Lailoken said. Instead, he seemed intent on clawing his way to the slayer, his mouth chomping.  
 
    Lailoken approached the gray boy and stood a few feet from him, realizing he had no chance of attacking the slayer. Out of curiosity, Lailoken walked around the boy, inspecting him for wounds. 
 
    Wherever he had exposed flesh, the gray boy’s skin was torn away, revealing muscle and bone underneath. No blood came from his wounds. Everything was gray, from the muscle to the bone to the gnarled skin. His hair was missing in places, and one spot on the back of his skull was open, exposing his brain. 
 
    “How can you be alive? What sorcery is this?” he asked, as if the boy would reply. As he circled him, the boy turned toward him, clawing at the dirt and trying to gain ground on the slayer. Lailoken watched in awe.  
 
    “What are you?” he asked again. 
 
    A crash through the brush nearly launched him into the boy. Lailoken spun, holding the stick out to strike. 
 
    A Jade dragon stared at him. It was just a bit taller than he, but small for a Jade. Lailoken considered attacking it but waited. If this were a dragon loyal to Etain, it would not do well to kill it. 
 
    “What do you want? Why are you here?” 
 
    To find the gray-soul. I lost track of it earlier. It’s not safe, Lailoken heard in his head. Confused and irritated, he stepped closer to the Jade. 
 
    “What do you mean, gray-soul?” 
 
    The boy. He lives no more. Driven mad by dark magic, he seeks only flesh. Poor, poor child. 
 
    “What lies do you claim? Gray-soul? You aren’t one of Etain’s, are you?” 
 
    I serve the Dragon Lord Etain faithfully and true. She has commanded your life be spared. I want nothing more than to please her.  
 
    “So tell me, Jade, what is this? What manner of sorcery does this?” Lailoken grinned. Months ago, he would never have conversed with a dragon unless it was to convey how it was going to die. He considered them to be mindless, horrid creatures. But now, things were different in ways he never could have imagined. He was living a life he never expected and still found confusing. 
 
    I do not know. The magic is ancient. They appear more frequently now. It’s a terrible spell. 
 
    “Why didn’t you attack me? Were you truly here for him?” 
 
     Your people must truly hate us. I never intended to hurt you. My purpose here was the gray-soul. I’ve been keeping watch on him for days. 
 
    “Days? Where’d he come from?” Lailoken turned from the Jade, confident it was not there to cause harm, and looked back at the gray boy still struggling to free himself. 
 
    I do not know. He came through the mountains south of the wall. He was and then he wasn’t.  
 
    “I don’t understand. What do you mean?” 
 
    He was but now he isn’t. It’s simple. 
 
    Lailoken was confused. “You make no sense. I do not follow your words.” 
 
    The Jade raised its arms as if to attack. Lailoken crouched low with the stick, wary of a surprise. 
 
    “I thought you said you sided with Etain!” Lailoken poked the stick toward the dragon. 
 
    Behind you! 
 
    Lailoken spun to find the gray boy nearly on him. 
 
    “How’d you—” 
 
    The boy lurched at him, falling on the slayer, and taking him to the ground. Lailoken smelled a pungent odor of death from the boy. Teeth chattered and the boy lunged to bite his flesh. He felt hot, fetid breath on his neck. 
 
    “Get off me!” Lailoken screamed, pushing him away. The boy continued to attack, trying desperately to rip into Lailoken’s neck. “What are you doing?” 
 
    The boy struggled and bit down several times, nearly pulling a chunk of Lailoken’s skin away.  
 
    He heard a loud crash and the Jade was next to him. It grabbed hold of the gray boy’s torso and pulled, yanking the boy off him, then tossing him into the brush. The boy howled like a wounded animal and then lunged toward Lailoken again, but this time, the slayer was ready. He swung the thick stick down on the boy’s head, smashing his skull in. His brittle bones did nothing to stop the blow.  
 
    Lailoken stepped back and swung again, connecting with the side of the gray boy’s head, and ripping his scalp off.  
 
    When the slayer pulled the stick back, he marveled at the lack of blood.  
 
    The boy growled, but it was far less fierce than earlier and lacked conviction. Lailoken swung the stick down hard, this time smashing his face in.  
 
    The gray boy went silent. 
 
    The Jade dragon circled behind the crumpled mess of a boy.  
 
    He’s dead. Again. 
 
    “I don’t understand!” Lailoken yelled at the Jade. “How can something die twice? It’s not possible!” 
 
    I do not have details for you. Etain must know. She has to! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Fifteen 
 
    Lailoken stared deep into the blazing fire. He didn’t think the dragons needed the heat, but they kept it going for him overnight, either as an order from Etain or because they felt sorry for him. He didn’t know which.  
 
    It had been hours since his encounter with the gray-soul and the Jade dragon, Osod, and he still didn’t understand what the gray boy was. Osod was clear: they were to be feared and avoided at all costs. The Jade killed the gray-soul, puncturing his head with a claw. Lailoken protested, but it was too late. Osod had killed the gray boy, ending his struggle. 
 
    Waiting by the fire for Etain to attend to her dragons, Lailoken watched the flames dance and twirl as they rose from the pit and subsided just as quickly. He wondered how things had gotten so far out of hand from the only life he ever knew. 
 
    “Lailoken, my dear, are you well?” 
 
    It was Etain, her voice echoing within the cavern. She often changed into her human form around him. 
 
    He turned to face her. “Maybe. My life is not mine, it seems, and it certainly isn’t what I expected it to be.” 
 
    She approached and sat on the ground next to him. Lailoken noticed that several dragons followed her, flanking out from behind her and lining the walls. They were mostly Garnet and Onyx dragons, with a couple of Jades. The retinue was eight to ten dragons, though it was difficult to tell in the flickering light. They made him uneasy. 
 
    “Why the guards? Do you fear me?” 
 
    “Not at all, my love. I know your heart is pure, despite what some of my kind think.” 
 
    Months ago, Lailoken would have salivated at all the potential dragon kills he’d have here. Now, knowing what he did about his wife and her stature amongst them, he wasn’t as quick to seek their deaths, though the itch was still there buried deep within him. 
 
    “Osod tells me you encountered a gray-soul today. That’s unfortunate. They truly are creatures to be pitied. He did the right thing with it.” 
 
    “Etain, you must see things from my point of view. I’m grateful for your healing, but all this,” he said waving his hand, “is more than I can understand. Dragons that change into humans, infighting amongst your kind, my wife the Dragon Lord, and now…now there are gray-souls roaming the lands? None of it makes sense!” 
 
    Etain rose and slowly circled the fire. The glow of flames on her lovely cheek reminded Lailoken of the first mid-summer celebration when they met. 
 
    “My love, we are facing an unfortunate series of events of which I am chiefly to blame. My dragons are all too eager to remind me of my folly.” She turned and glanced at one of the Onyx dragons along the far wall. 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The gray-souls. Our son Myrthyd. The Blood Stone. They’re all connected.” 
 
    Lailoken said nothing for a while, trying to process her words. 
 
    “How is Myrthyd our son? When I returned from the hunt, you’d already had Alushia. Not long after, you left. How can the Kull Naga be ours?” 
 
    Etain turned from him and crossed her arms. She seemed at a loss for words. When she turned back to him, he noticed her eyes glistening. 
 
    “I had hoped to bridge the divide between humans and dragons. Tregaron is a hostile place for my kind. You know what they do with our blood, how they slaughter us for our life essence to be infused with their infernal gems.” 
 
    “How does that have anything to do with Myrthyd? I can’t accept that he’s my son!” 
 
    “Myrthyd is Alushia’s twin. When you were gone, I gave birth to twins. Afterwards, I kissed Myrthyd, clutching him close because I knew what I had to do. I knew my chance to close that divide was with him. It tore my soul to give him up, but it had to be done. The midwife was one of my servants. I instructed her to take him to the Black Tower and leave him for the Order. It crushed me to know I was handing our child over to the one force that actively sought the death of the Drakku. If they had discovered he was a halfling, he never would have made it to adulthood. Same with Alushia.” 
 
    “You had twins and didn’t tell me? Etain…they were my children as well,” he said quietly.  
 
    “I know, my love. You have no idea how horrific it felt to betray you and our children. My grief was overwhelming.” 
 
    “For years I’ve searched for you. I’ve slaughtered many dragons because I knew not which Drakku stole you from me.” 
 
    Etain dropped her gaze to the floor. “My heart has been broken ever since that day. I’ve failed you and our family. I’ve failed my dragons. Not a day goes by that my grief doesn’t threaten to overpower me. It’s been my terrible fate, but I can blame no one but myself.” 
 
    Lailoken turned from her and gazed at the dragons standing stoically along the walls, guardians of an ancient dragon that happened to be the mother of his children. 
 
    “I am sorry your decisions have brought you such pain. We do the best we can with the knowledge we have, and often that isn’t enough. I’ve made many mistakes that haunt me to this day.” Lailoken thought of Darlonn, his friend, and his demise in the cave as they fought to secure the Blood Stone. 
 
    “I’ve learned to accept my decisions and the consequence of them, though still the pain of my mistakes burns bright.” 
 
    Etain returned to him and sat, draping her arm over his shoulders. “I will not allow my mistakes to dictate my love for you. It has never stopped, no matter what you may think.” 
 
    Lailoken closed his eyes. This is what he’d been fighting for over the years. Having her at his side once again was all he wanted. 
 
    A man broke the mood, rushing into the cave. He bent over when he entered their presence, out of breath, lungs working hard. He wore a simple white tunic and had long brown hair. He looked to be no older than Alushia. After Etain, he was the only other person he’d seen here. Was it a person like him or a dragon? 
 
    “Your highness, there’s another,” he said breathlessly.  
 
    Etain rose from the floor. “Another?” 
 
    “Yes, Etain. There’s another gray-soul roaming the forest to the east. A girl. She was spotted a couple hours ago by a patrol. Once they realized what she was, they sent me to report it. That’s five in the last week!” 
 
    “Thank you, Naldri. Your service is well appreciated.” 
 
    Naldri bowed and ran from the cavern. A bright flash of light illuminated the dark walls and a dragon’s roar echoed within the chamber. Etain shook her head. “The young ones always show off.” 
 
    “Another gray-soul?” Lailoken asked. 
 
    Etain turned to him. “They’ve been growing more frequent in the past few months. I fear our son has discovered the night-wraith. The power he’s unleashed is a terrible blight on humans and dragons alike. We have a difficult road ahead of us.” 
 
    Etain waved a hand at a nearby Onyx dragon and it approached slowly, its head nearly touching the roof of the cave. 
 
    Yes, my liege? Lailoken heard in his head. 
 
    “Go to the gray-soul. Do what must be done.” 
 
    As you wish. 
 
    The Onyx turned and flew out of the cavern, the sound of its beating wings stirring old thoughts of the hunt within Lailoken. 
 
    Etain closed her eyes and moved her lips as if in silent prayer. When she looked up at Lailoken, tears ran down her cheeks.  
 
    “It pains me to do what we have to, but the gray-souls are no longer one of us. They belong to the underworld, to the great beyond where they can rest, and maybe one day join us.” 
 
    Lailoken fell silent, unsure how to proceed. How would he return home now? What would the Order do, knowing he lay with a dragon and had a child? What would they do if they found out Myrthyd was a halfling? 
 
    “Etain, I need to find Alushia. I need to return to her.” 
 
    “She’s with one of mine, a good dragon named Ryn. He’ll keep her safe, I promise.” 
 
    “A dragon,” he murmured, “protecting my daughter.” 
 
    “Our daughter. She’s part mine, too.” 
 
    “Our daughter. I must return to her. What if the Order realizes she’s a halfling? What about Myrthyd?” He couldn’t call him his son. He still didn’t believe it. The man was…dark. An air of evil surrounded him. 
 
    “She’ll be safe, I promise. Ryn is dedicated. He will not allow harm to come to her.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. But I still want to get back. She’s my responsibility. I’m her father.” 
 
    “I swear to you, I will keep her safe. She’s my daughter, too!” 
 
    Lailoken stood and walked away from Etain. He stopped in front of a large Garnet dragon and stared into its dull yellow eyes. Many times he slaughtered one of these, seeing only an animal worthy of the hunt. Now…now they were different. They were creatures he had to rely on. His own wife was one of them. The leader of them!  
 
    Nothing he’d been taught led him to understand this moment. He was on his own, surrounded by what he once considered his enemy. Now, he had no idea who was friend and who was foe.  
 
    Meanos, guide me. Show me the way to truth, he prayed. He’d need all the help he could get. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Sixteen 
 
    Myrthyd waited in the darkness for what felt like an eternity, calling out for the soul within. “Wraith! Show yourself! Come to your master!”  
 
    He waited, his patience wearing thin. Then, there was movement. A small speck against the black backdrop caught his attention.  
 
    “Is that you, wraith? Have you answered the call?” 
 
    A great roar echoed in the darkness. Myrthyd felt the bond unite once again. He sent a brief shock to the night-wraith, making sure it knew he was agitated. 
 
    The black void ceded to an image of snowcapped peaks. Myrthyd found himself standing on a mountainside with cold winds blowing his black robes. Chepon dropped from the sky, her black tattered form contrasting with the white snow. She landed in front of Myrthyd. Her smoky eyes regarded him and her torn wings folded behind her back. 
 
    “When I call, I expect obedience. I’ve waited far too long for your return.” 
 
    Chepon said nothing. She rested on her haunches, not showing the deference he expected. 
 
    Myrthyd narrowed his eyes. “Are you defying me?” 
 
    Again, Chepon said nothing. Myrthyd shocked her. She didn’t react terribly to it, but he did notice her shift on her feet. He knew she felt it, but for some reason was choosing not to acknowledge it.  
 
    “Have you found the girl? Have you discovered where Alushia is?” 
 
    Chepon stood stoically, undeterred by his presence. 
 
    “I ask you one more time,” Myrthyd began with a venomous tone, “Where is Alushia?” 
 
    Chepon shifted slightly, the smoke rising from her eyes in thin tendrils, but still said nothing. 
 
    Myrthyd’s anger blossomed. He channeled through the Blood Stone and jolted the night-wraith with a massive bolt of lightning, knowing it was nearly enough to destroy the ephemeral dragon. 
 
    Immediately Chepon fell to the snowy ground, writhing in pain. She howled in agony, the smoke growing denser in her eyes. She flapped her torn wings and screamed out. 
 
    “Release me! End this misery!” she cried. At the sound of her voice, Myrthyd’s anger grew more intense and he struck her with several bolts, sending the wraith to miserable crying and wailing. 
 
    “How dare you defy me! How dare you refuse my directive!” 
 
    Chepon squirmed on the ground, no respite in sight.  
 
    Myrthyd struck her one last time, the bright light of the lightning shimmering across her body. She roared louder than before, her voice almost splitting the sky in two.  
 
    At last, he relented and let go of the power. Chepon slowly rose from the ground, weary and in obvious distress. 
 
    “I ask you again. Where is that wretched girl?” 
 
    Chepon shook her head. “I…I do not know,” she said weakly.  
 
    Myrthyd struck her with lightning. “That is the wrong answer!” 
 
    Chepon roared again, striking at the air as if to ward off the thousands of tiny bolts Myrthyd now flung at her. When he was done, Chepon bent over, barely able to keep from falling to the ground. 
 
    “When I conquer more of your kind, I hope they serve me better than you have. Of all the wretched creatures to dominate, I get the only incompetent one.” Myrthyd circled the night-wraith, smirking as she struggled to remain upright. “You have two weeks to discover where she is. If you fail me, I will not withhold my fury. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Chepon nodded.  
 
    Myrthyd noticed her movement but pushed further. “I asked you a question. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied in a weak voice. 
 
    “Good. Now…take me to my army.” 
 
    Chepon lowered a wing for him to climb and he scrambled up the shredded blackness until he was seated on her neck. She flapped her wings and rose in the crisp air, flying high over mountains until she circled above a deep valley, barely noticeable from the sky because of how the mountains rose above it. Lowering from the sky, they fell closer to the valley, and hundreds of gray forms shuffled in the grass. As they got closer, they looked more human-like. 
 
    “Take me to them!”  
 
    Chepon dropped further, landing on a large boulder on the eastern side of the valley. A constant sound of teeth gnashing and groaning rose from the gray figures shambling in front of him. They weren’t effective in the way a conventional army was, but they were entirely under his control. Their wills were no longer their own but belonged to him. 
 
    “Is this all you’ve been able to secure for me? I expected more.” 
 
    To emphasize his point, he sent several shocks of lightning through their bond, striking the night-wraith with abandon. She screamed in agony, and several of the gray-souls jerked toward the awful sound. 
 
    “Please, stop,” she pleaded when he let go of his power. “Please, the pain—” 
 
    “Is nothing compared to what I’ll do if you continue to defy me! I should have many more than this! How can you not find the halflings? How can you let them live?” 
 
    “Please, Myrthyd—” 
 
    He blasted her again with the lightning. “Watch your tone!” 
 
    “Please…master. I have done the best I can to bring more under your control. There are more than enough to begin your conquest.” 
 
    Myrthyd hid the gray-souls in a valley beyond the southern wall of Tregaron. Halfling executions were enough to keep their disappearances quiet. Families feared retribution from the Order and said nothing when they turned up missing.  
 
    The executions enhanced his authority as the people considered him to be actively cleansing their blood and dealing with the immediate hunger crisis…which, in a way, he was. Just not how they expected. 
 
    “You must do better, or you’ll pay for your missteps. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes, my master.” 
 
    Myrthyd watched the roaming bodies. They moved aimlessly toward any little sound. They were a horrid sight, one that frightened even Myrthyd. 
 
    “Now, to try their obedience.” 
 
    He raised his arms, creating a ball of blue flame above the valley. The gray-souls turned their rotten heads upwards, engrossed by the bright object. Then, Myrthyd spoke, increasing the volume of his voice to reach all those in the valley. 
 
    “Come to the rock before me and wait.” The loud words thundered across the valley and echoed back at him. The gray-souls immediately shambled toward him, groaning and gnashing teeth. He watched in amazement as they huddled as close as they could to him and the wraith. Every horrid face was turned at him, eagerly awaiting his next command. Once they were all as close as possible, he spoke again. 
 
    “The time is coming when I will unleash your fury on the south. You will find a land teeming with food and enemies. I will demand much of you. Soon. Soon you shall be set loose upon the heathen. I will not be stopped.” 
 
    He was silent as he let the blue flames dissipate. They’d proven they were under his control. Once he located Alushia and forced the wraith to devour her dreams, he’d make her the leader of this army. The daughter of the greatest known slayer would also be the instrument of his choosing to eliminate the mixed blood race of the south and cleanse all of Rowyth. Dragon blood will flow, and it would never infect humanity again. 
 
    He’d be the last one standing, and no one would know his secret. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Seventeen 
 
    Ryn had been flying for close to half the day. Alushia couldn’t tell if nightfall was nearing or not. All she knew was that her stomach grumbled and Brida had been sending impressions of food. 
 
    “Ryn, can we go down there and rest? We’ve been at this a long time and I need a break!” 
 
    Sure thing. Sometimes I forget you aren’t a full-blooded dragon. 
 
    They fell through a cloud and Ryn landed softly near the edge of a forest. He released Brida and the snowcat bounded off into the trees, excited to finally have her paws on solid ground. 
 
    Alushia chuckled as Brida’s impressions of dirt and grass came to her. She climbed down from Ryn’s neck and stretched, her muscles aching from clinging to him so tight. As she watched, the Garnet dragon was enveloped in a bright flash of light, and when it disappeared, Ryn stood in its place. 
 
    “You know, I swore dragons were evil. And to think of them purposely changing into human form and walking amongst us…. Now I think you’re not all that bad,” she said with a wink. It had been a while since she regarded him like she did when they met in the Verdant Tower. Like now, he was handsome and alluring.  
 
    “What?” he asked, catching her gazing at him too long.  
 
    She collected herself and shook her head. “It’s nothing. Sorry. Got caught in a daydream.” 
 
    “As long as you stay clear of the night-wraith, I don’t care what you do!” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Hungry? I’ll get us something to eat. All that flying takes its toll on me!” he said, rubbing his stomach. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    She considered stopping him, afraid to be alone, but held back. If there were gray-souls around, he could stop them. Hopefully that was all that might be lurking in this strange forest. 
 
    Ryn hesitated. “Are you all right if I go?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I can take care of myself. I’m not helpless.” 
 
    He smiled. “No, you certainly are not. Be back soon.” Ryn raced into the forest like he was already on the trail of something he’d spotted from above. No matter; Alushia had a moment to relax and clear her mind. 
 
    She thought about her homestead back in Tregaron and the people around her. All her life she’d been taught dragons were good for only one thing: death. When the crops began to fail several years back, no one knew what the cause was. Most of the old timers considered it a natural part of the world and believed eventually the cycle would turn in their favor. Several had stored up enough grain and other provisions to withstand the long duration. However, there was a growing number of people who didn’t pay heed to the signs around them and soon found themselves and their families starving. 
 
    “Myrthyd,” she whispered. She sat next to a tree and focused on the Kull Naga.  
 
    It wasn’t until he ascended to the position that dragon hate grew to a frenzy. He re-instituted halfling executions. It made her shudder when she thought of them. She used to cheer like the rest of the crowd as dragon-kind was burned at the stake. She was raised to abhor the offspring of dragon and human. Looking back now, she was naive to think dragons were the cause of their problems. They had nothing to do with it. If it weren’t for dragons, those wicked Magus wouldn’t have their powers to begin with! Why would they want to slaughter them? If they died off, so would Magus powers. It didn’t make sense. 
 
    Her father, the great dragon slayer that he was, never questioned his role in the process. Like her, he was raised to look at dragons and their offspring as spectacles of the hunt. They were animals; nothing more.  
 
    Spending so much time with Ryn, she understood now that was a lie. She was living proof of the lie. Who had set that thought in motion? Why were the people of Tregaron blinded to the reality, when across the Dragonback Mountains the people knew the truth? It felt as if they were purposely lied to, but why? Who gained the most from it? 
 
    Brida sent an impression of…mirth? Is that what it is? Alushia thought. She dropped her line of thought and honed in on Brida’s message. 
 
    It certainly felt like the snowcat was laughing, which she didn’t recall her ever doing. Alushia followed the image until she stood next to Brida and saw what had amused the snowcat. 
 
    Ryn was tangled up in vines, and he struggled against them. A brown boar paced outside his reach, snorting and carrying on. 
 
    “Get scared by a little boar?” Alushia joked. 
 
    “Ha, ha. You think you could help me out here?” 
 
    “Why not change into a dragon and break free? That’s what I’d do.” 
 
    “As tempting as that is, I’m trying not to disturb nature as much as possible. I’d snap these trees holding me.” 
 
    Alushia laughed. “What a weird concept to get bogged down by. Fine. I’ll help you. Brida, come.” 
 
    The snowcat followed her lead, the impression of mirth fading, and being replaced with a fine-tuned sense of the hunt. Brida crept to her right, an attempt to circle the boar. “That’s it, girl, we’ll catch him between us.” 
 
    Brida slowly worked her way around the boar, which was fixated on Ryn’s struggles in the vines. “Closer, girl, we’ve got him now.” 
 
    Alushia inched her way toward Ryn, hoping to free him when the boar was occupied by Brida. “Ready?” Brida growled low and menacingly and Alushia pulled her knife free. 
 
    “Now!” she shouted. Brida leapt at the boar, knocking it over. The two animals rolled on the ground in a deadly struggle. The snowcat growled and hissed while the boar kicked its legs at its fur-clad attacker. Brida was much larger than the boar and absorbed the blows with ease. Still, the boar fought back. It went into a frenzy as Brida clamped down on its neck. The boar squealed as it fought to regain control. 
 
    Something snapped behind Alushia. She spun. “Oh no!” 
 
    Two gray-souls had heard the commotion and forced their way through the brush. Their gray bodies took scrapes from the trees. A deep bloodless gash ran down the face of the female gray-soul and the man was missing an ear. Both had the same cloudy gray eyes and ashen skin. Their clothes were rags hanging from their gaunt frames. 
 
    Brida continued to battle the boar behind her, the sound of squeals and growls telling her the boar had yet to give up the fight. 
 
    “Alushia, run! Don’t let them get you!” Ryn cried out. 
 
    “I’ve got this!” 
 
    Alushia stepped closer to one of the gray-souls, the female, and kept a tree between them so she could plan her attack. The woman shambled across the leaf covered ground, random sticks and branches scraping her, slowing her down. It was as though she had no sense of direction or cared that she tore her skin on the trees around her. 
 
    Figuring she had the right angle, Alushia broke from the safety of the tree toward the woman. As she ran, she didn’t see the small limb on the ground and caught her foot on it, sending her falling to the ground. She landed at the feet of the woman, her knife flying away from her. Trying to catch her breath, Alushia struggled to push herself away but it was too late. The woman sensed her flesh and dropped on top of her. 
 
    “No! Alushia!” Ryn screamed. 
 
    Alushia struggled to free herself from underneath the aggressive woman who was trying to bite her. A flash of light from Ryn’s direction was followed by the sound of snapping trees.  
 
    The woman above her was soon joined by the other gray-soul, and both were on their knees snapping at her. She felt nails run across her shirt as they clawed her back. They wailed and moaned, teeth chomping. Just as the woman snapped near her neck, she heard Ryn roar. Flames shot across the trees, catching the woman’s back on fire. The woman ignored the flames and still tried to bite into Alushia’s flesh. More trees snapped, and thick, heavy footsteps crossed toward her. She turned her head and saw Ryn in his dragon glory approaching.  
 
    Ryn lifted the woman off Alushia, tossing her aside like a doll. He swiped at the man, knocking him away. Alushia jumped to her feet and ran to her knife. She grabbed it and turned toward the woman, who was on her feet again. Ryn must have broken her leg; it was bent at an odd angle and when she took a step, she fell. Not allowing the injury to stop her, the gray-soul woman pulled herself along with her arms.  
 
    The head. Try stabbing her head, she heard in her mind. She turned to Ryn. 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    The large Garnet dragon nodded.  
 
    Alushia rushed to the crawling woman and stayed just out of reach. The woman clawing at her, snarling and growling. Alushia moved to her side and approached, staying out of her arms way. She fell on the woman and shoved her knife into the back of her skull. The blade slid easily into the weakened skull and penetrated whatever brain was left inside. The woman fell silently to the ground. 
 
    Alushia heard Brida growl off to the side. The snowcat had blood on its white fur and the boar was dead. 
 
    Ryn roared, blowing a gust of flames at the gray-soul man. Alushia watched as the man turned black, charred by Ryn’s flames. Still, he continued to claw after the dragon, trying to rip into his flesh. Ryn approached the man and lifted his massive foot, crushing him underneath. The charred man was no more. 
 
    Ryn turned back to Alushia. We have to be careful. They’re everywhere now.  
 
    The dragon was enveloped in a white light and when it disappeared, Ryn stood in his human form. He ran to Alushia. “Are you all right? Did she bite you anywhere?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Maybe.” 
 
    Ryn spun her around, moving her hair off her neck and inspecting her. Alushia felt her face grow warm. 
 
    “You’re clear. She didn’t get you.” 
 
    When she turned back to him, his eyes locked with hers. “Thank you,” she said. Taking a risk, she planted a kiss on his cheek and it was his turn to flush with red. 
 
    Brida broke the moment by nudging her leg. Alushia turned and took a step back, startled. 
 
    “Good girl, Brida!” 
 
    The boar lay lifeless on the ground at the snowcat’s feet. 
 
    “I guess we get food after all,” Ryn said. He scooped up the boar and they went back to their camp. Ryn collected wood and created a flame to roast the boar. Several hours later, they had all the meat they could devour. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Eighteen 
 
    Jor strolled through the city of Lostcrest, hoping her head would clear up before long. She drank way too much the night before. It had been a long time since any of them had tasted ale and they were reckless, especially with that oaf Anders. She took notice of the many shops and homes lining the streets and also of the ever present red-cloaked guards.  
 
    She wanted to find out more about them and who led them. They intrigued her, and maybe the investigation would take her mind off the pounding inside her head. 
 
    “Hey Jor, wait up!” It was Belthos, the boy grinning as he hurried across the hard-packed dirt road. 
 
    “What are you doing out here?” 
 
    “I watched you leave the inn and thought you might need company. Besides, I might be able to help with that.” Belthos pointed at her head. His gem peaked out of his shirt and she noticed it glow. The familiar warmth of Magus magic flowed from her head downward and as it did, the intense pain dissipated and lifted like fog. When he was done, she felt immensely better. 
 
    “Thank you,” she managed to say. Her instantly clear head was a welcome relief. 
 
    “Come on, then, but make sure you keep that thing hidden!”  
 
    Belthos shoved the gem in his shirt and buttoned the last button. 
 
    “What are you up to?” 
 
    “You see those guards?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Who are they? Who leads them? Why are they out here? What’s their purpose?” 
 
    Belthos turned from her to the guards walking in pairs down the street. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I was hoping someone else knew. Something about them gives me pause.” 
 
    “Oh. Why’s that?” 
 
    “It’s hard to pin down. I get a sensation of…dread, I guess is the best word to describe it. I don’t know why, but ever since we saw one yesterday, that’s the impression I’m left with.” 
 
    “Are you sure you aren’t older than you are?” 
 
    Belthos grinned, eliminating the need for an answer. 
 
    Jor turned and strolled along the dirty street, carefully watching the ever present guards. The market adjacent to the tall building in the center of the town was awakened with vendors calling out to gain the attention of anyone walking by. Jor led Belthos toward the bustling activity, hoping to gain any bit of knowledge. They were only going to stay for the day, but they were in foreign lands and the more information she gathered, the better. 
 
    Vendors peddled the usual wares: root vegetables, fresh butter, baskets, and more. It was a hive of activity. Mothers with their children in tow whisked them past vendors slyly trying to coax the children with sweet treats to get their mothers to part with their gold. Jor laughed when one father lunged across the stall at a man who had given his daughter dried fruit. Two guards rushed in and broke up the fight. 
 
    Jor paused and watched the ruckus. “Who’s in charge around here?” she asked Belthos. 
 
    The boy shrugged. “Beats me. Seems like I’d not want to anger those guards.” 
 
    After breaking up the fight, the two female guards were joined by two others dressed in the same red tunics and carted the man and his crying daughter away. 
 
    “Come, let’s see where they’re taking him.” Jor casually walked after the guards, Belthos at her side. 
 
    They didn’t go far as the guards forced the man to the main building in the center of town. At the side, they pounded on the heavy wooden door. Another female guard opened it from the inside and they took the man with them, leaving the girl crying outside. The guards shooed the little girl away, but she remained and grew hysterical. 
 
    “Maybe we can help,” Jor said, nudging Belthos. She hurried to the girl. 
 
    “Come now, little one; we can help,” Jor said. The girl looked up at her with a dirty, tear-streaked face. She had to be around ten years old. 
 
    “Who…who are you?” she asked. 
 
    “People who can help.” 
 
    “Get out of here!” one of the guards said. She was an older woman with graying hair, though she looked strong enough to give a good fight. The other guard, a younger woman with light brown hair, had a scar running along her cheek. 
 
    “We’re only here to help. Why’d you take this girl’s father? What crime did he commit?” 
 
    The older guard peered at her with icy gray eyes. “It’s not your business. Leave this matter in the Council’s hands. They’ll know how to deal with him.” 
 
    Jor cocked her head to the side. “Why does the Council need to be bothered with him at all?” She had no idea who the Council was, but she played along, hoping to glean information from the guard.  
 
    “Are you dense?” The guard eyed her, then Belthos. “You two aren’t from here, are you? I don’t think I’ve seen you around before. Where’d you come from?” 
 
    “A village from the south,” Belthos said quickly. Jor wanted to cuff the boy like Driano used to. How dare he get them in trouble! 
 
    “Which one?” the older guard asked, stepping closer to Belthos. The little girl continued to cry, wailing for her father’s freedom. 
 
    “Darmont.” 
 
    The guard paused, exchanging glances with the younger guard. “Darmont? Haven’t had many come up from there. It’s quite the journey. Why come here?” 
 
    Jor could tell Belthos had no answer for her, then quickly spoke. “For worship.” It was a terrible answer but standing outside this large building that she knew must hold a shrine of some sort, it was the best she could come up with. 
 
    “Deavos preserve us,” the younger guard said. 
 
    “Then be on with it. We don’t need the peace disturbed. He’ll be out soon enough,” the older guard said, thumbing toward the door. “The Council don’t have much to deliberate on today.” 
 
    Jor nodded to Belthos and she wrapped an arm around the little girl. “Come, let’s wait for your father together. Would that be all right?” The girl looked to Belthos and Jor. 
 
    “You aren’t gonna hurt me, are you?” 
 
    Jor gave her a comforting smile. “No dear, we aren’t. We’re the good guys. We can wait over here so we can see the moment the door opens and your father is released.” 
 
    “Best be careful. No disturbing the peace, got it?” the older guard said before marching off with her partner. 
 
    After they were gone, Jor turned to the little girl. “Where’s your mother? Can we take you to her?” 
 
    The girl looked down. “No,” she said softly. “Mother’s gone. She returned to the Dragon Lands last summer. She left me with father.” 
 
    A halfling? The girl was a halfling? A growing sense of disgust boiled within Jor. She had little sympathy for those creatures. 
 
    “The Dragon Lands, huh? Is she coming back?” 
 
    “Maybe. I mean, I think so. They normally do.” 
 
    Belthos leaned down to get a good look at her. “What’s your name, little one?”  
 
    Whatever differences he had with Driano and the Order, Belthos still exuded the confidence and maturity they were trying to instill in him. Maybe the harsh treatment Driano exacted on him wasn’t as bad as she thought. It certainly seemed to train him right. 
 
    “My name’s Helni. My father is Ulkand. We live outside town.” 
 
    “Does your father take good care of you?” 
 
    Helni nodded. 
 
    Jor rubbed her head, tussling her hair. “We can wait right here for your father. He should be out soon, right?” 
 
    Helni shrugged. “I guess so. The Dragon Guards don’t like when people fight.” 
 
    Jor pulled back, “The…Dragon Guards?” she asked. 
 
    Helni nodded. “Yeah. You know them, right? Everyone does.” 
 
    Belthos spoke up. “Of course we do. Jor’s just not thinking straight. She’s had a long night.” 
 
    “Oh, ok then.” 
 
    Jor scowled at Belthos but said nothing.  
 
    They waited and watched. Guards were constantly on the move. The people genuinely seemed content and there was an air of calmness that permeated the little city.  
 
    “You’re different, aren’t you?” Helni asked Belthos. 
 
    “What do you mean? I’m the same as anyone else.” He ran a hand across the gem under his shirt. 
 
    “You’re like me, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jor looked to Belthos and then Helni. “A halfling?” 
 
    Helni nodded. “Yep. I can sense that about you.” 
 
    Belthos shook his head. “I’m sorry, but you must be mistaken. I don’t have dragon blood in me.” 
 
    Helni tilted her head to the side. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive. I think I’d know.” 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe I’m wrong. I can sense things like that. It’s a gift, Father always said I was special and I could tell who was like me and who wasn’t. I haven’t been wrong yet.” 
 
    Jor didn’t know what to say. How could a halfling “sense” others like themselves? She’d never heard of such a thing.  
 
    Someone called to them. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Jor turned, the voice familiar to her. 
 
    “I asked you a question, wench.” It was Anders, the fool from the night before. 
 
    Jor felt her face turn red as the adrenaline flowed. “We’re here helping Helni and her father.” 
 
    Anders was alone and looked like he’d had as rough a night as she had. “Is that so?” 
 
    Helni nodded. “Father was taken by the Dragon Guards. These nice people said they’d wait with me.” 
 
    Anders face split into a wide grin. “These foreigners want to help? Why? You ain’t nothing but a little girl.” 
 
    “She needed help,” Belthos chimed in. “Her father was taken because he stood up for her.” 
 
    Anders looked to Helni, then Jor. “Don’t go sticking your nose where it don’t belong. You might not like what you get.” 
 
    Jor restrained herself, the urge to bash his face in growing stronger. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll make note of that.”  
 
    Anders laughed. “Watch your back, little girl. These two can’t be trusted.” He left, shaking his head, and mumbling about foreigners. 
 
    Moments later, Helni’s father Ulkand burst from the heavy wooden door.  
 
    “Helni? Helni, where are you?” he cried out, scanning the streets for her. When he found her with Jor and Belthos, he ran to her. 
 
    “You leave her alone! She’s not done anything wrong!” 
 
    Jor held up a hand. “Sorry, it’s nothing like that. We saw what the guards did to you and I thought we could help. Helni seemed pretty scared.” 
 
    Ulkand pushed Helni behind him. “I do what I can to raise her right. She’s not a problem. She’s a good child.” 
 
    “Father, they aren’t bad people. They were nice to me.” She tugged on her father’s sleeve and he bent down. She whispered into his ear as she pointed at Belthos, “He’s even like me.” 
 
    He stared at Belthos “A halfling, huh? There are many around here as we’re close to the Dragon Lands. Welcome!” He grabbed Belthos’ hand and shook it as though welcoming a dignitary.  
 
    Jor watched it unfold in disbelief. Belthos? A halfling? It wasn’t possible. He was training to be a Magus, the chief instigators of anti-halfling sentiment, before they left to find the Blood Stone. 
 
    “Can I at least feed you?” Ulkand said. Before they could beg out of his offer, he was escorting them across town toward his house. “It’s not far. I want to thank you for watching over little Helni.” Jor looked to Belthos, who was smiling. Could he really be a halfling? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Nineteen 
 
    Lailoken had learned the cavern wasn’t what it appeared to be. Not long after coming to grips with the realization that Myrthyd was indeed his son, he set off on his own to think. 
 
    “Where are you going, my love?” Etain asked. 
 
    “I have to be alone. I need to think. All of this is too much.” 
 
    Etain nodded and he was grateful for her silence. 
 
    Carrying a torch to light his way, he found a small tunnel where he thought the cavern ended. Most of the other tunnels were blocked by Jade dragons preventing him from entering. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked himself. Carefully moving forward, he entered the tunnel. It reminded him of the mountain, where they stumbled upon a series of tunnels. Was that a dragon’s lair like this one? He thought back and remembered the stacks of clothes he assumed were from its victims. “Maybe they were from the dragon?”  
 
    He pushed forward until the tunnel opened to a much larger cavern. There was an opening in the ceiling where he could see the bright blue sky. Lining the walls were intricately painted images of dragon and man working together against a common enemy. They were depicted as human-like creatures all in gray. Dragons rained their fury on the gray men while humans, dressed in armor and brandishing swords, were busy cutting through them, heads piling up at the sides of the battle. 
 
    “What is this? I’ve never heard of such a battle.” Lailoken slowly walked around the enormous cavern, marveling at the images in stark detail. Every color of dragon was involved in the battle. On one panel, an Opal spit lightning at the gray men, bodies flown into the air. On another, a Lapiz dragon circled a ship and seemed poised to crush it. A small group of Jade dragons were in formation with a battalion of armored soldiers as they cut through the lines of the gray men.  
 
    Above it all, a large Garnet dragon flew, its wings spread wide and fire belching forth from its mouth. 
 
    “No. It can’t be,” he said as he stepped closer. The markings on the dragon looked…familiar. “It’s impossible. This has to be a recent painting.” But everything about it screamed ancient to him. The colors were faded and seams in the cavern walls ran through many of the images. If he had to guess, the paintings looked to be many centuries old, kind of like the ones found in caves near Kulketh. But if they were that old, how was Etain in the picture? 
 
    Footsteps behind him startled him. Lailoken spun, holding the torch like a sword. 
 
    Etain smiled back at him. “You found your way around I see. Interesting image, isn’t it?” She walked past him, her eyes fixed on the walls. 
 
    “These were painted to commemorate the last great venture of Drakku and mankind. Do you know how old this is?” she asked waving toward the wall. 
 
    “I assume they’re recent. I see you right there.” He pointed at the Garnet on the wall. 
 
    She smiled. “A thousand years. These images have graced the walls for a thousand years now.” 
 
    He scrunched his eyebrows. “I don’t believe it. That’s impossible.” 
 
    “My love, this is a reminder of what was and what shall never be.” 
 
    “Then you added the image of you recently. That cannot be you.” 
 
    “I assure you it can. And is.” 
 
    He didn’t want to believe it. How could anything live that long?  
 
    “So you’re saying this is from around the Reformation?” 
 
    “That is the Reformation. Though the stories you know aren’t the truth. This is.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “In time you will. This division of Meanos and Deavos is false. They’re the same. Two names for one god. It’s what the Order did after this that created the break we deal with to this day.” 
 
    Lailoken turned back to the images. He scanned them carefully, looking for Magus of the Order. “Where are they? Where are the Magus in all this?” 
 
    Etain sighed. “They left us to die.” 
 
    “But you’ve got humans on your side. Surely, they must be from the south, then.” 
 
    “You’d think that, but all of Rowyth united for one cause. The Gray Army had to be stopped at all cost. They were and are the biggest threat to our world.” She paused, sighing, and then continued. “I fear they come again.” 
 
    “The Gray Army?” Lailoken searched his history, tried to recall every last great army of Rowyth, but he’d never heard of such a thing. 
 
    “Unnatural. An abominable use of power.” She hesitated, then spoke. “And something that is my fault.” Etain turned and walked several steps away, a quiet prayer escaping her lips. 
 
    “Etain, none of this makes sense. Why can’t you just be honest with me? All these years I’ve searched for you, pined for you, and forsaken all for you. The day you left was the worst day of my life. I vowed then to take the life of every last dragon and dragon-kind I came across as my vengeance for your disappearance. I stopped at nothing. I’d go on more hunts than I care to recall, leaving poor Alushia to herself with her snowcat Brida. I was never there for her because I was busy executing my anger toward dragons. I was raised to kill your kind. I embraced the calling. Your disappearance fueled it even more. How can what you say make any sense to me?” 
 
    He left her side to cool off, to let the excitement of the moment dissipate so he could think rationally again. “Why me?” he said softly. “Why me, Etain?” 
 
    Turning from the images on the wall, he stared into her soft eyes. She may be a dragon, but the woman he cast his eyes on was his wife. The keeper of his heart. 
 
    “I’ve been around a long time. I’ve known men and dragons with evil in their hearts and I’ve known those who truly are brave and noble. You are one of the latter. Your heart is pure, no matter what you’ve done. I sensed within you a compassion I hadn’t seen in centuries. I admit, my original intent was to infiltrate the ranks of man and learn what I could do to turn you away from the Order and point them to the truth. I never intended to have children and put you and our daughter into the position you’re in. But your heart…” she stared past him to a far wall, her mind wandering. “Your heart called to me. It spoke to me in ways I cannot describe.” 
 
    “I think I understand the feeling.” Her disappearance over the years only made his love for her grow stronger as he was determined to find her. 
 
    “I knew you were a great slayer in the service of the Order. The Drakku were angered at what I’d done. I don’t blame them. The Dragon Lord mating with our greatest enemy? It wasn’t logical. But I just knew…no matter what happened, you would love our daughter. I thought maybe we could work on uniting our people through our love. I was wrong. I made a terrible mistake and my deception haunts me still. I never intended to hurt you or our children.” 
 
    “Why hide our son? I could have raised him well.” 
 
    “He had the ability to weave spells. My blood mixed with yours gave him powers. Alushia did not have them, at least not to that extent. He was able to wield our power. He, like most halflings, could channel his energy through the stones.” 
 
    Lailoken scrunched his face. “But he’s the Kull Naga. What happens when the rest of the Order discovers his secret? He’s made no concessions when it comes to halflings. He’s brutal.” 
 
    Etain nodded. “Yes, it pains me every time he slaughters one of our own.” 
 
    “If he’s that bad, then why haven’t you done anything? Why let him continue on his path?” 
 
    “It’s not that easy. There are…complications.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Etain turned from him and crossed her arms. Her long hair waved as she shook her head.  
 
    “I cannot. Not now. What must come will hurt. What needs to happen comes with a heavy price. I am not yet ready to pay it.” 
 
    “Why do you speak to me in riddles? I want truth!” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “I will share when I am ready. You must trust me.” 
 
    Lailoken waved a hand in the air dismissively.  
 
    “My love, we have more immediate needs. The Gray Army I spoke of. It’s coming. Myrthyd builds it daily and we must be ready to oppose it. Can I count on you?” 
 
    “You won’t tell me about Myrthyd. You won’t share the truth. But…you want me to fight alongside you? A dragonslayer with the Dragon Lord?” 
 
    “The Gray Army rises once again. The destruction of dragon and halfling has begun. If we don’t stop them, we face elimination.” 
 
    “I lived for years trying to do such a thing.” 
 
    “You must see the error of your ways by now. The Order is wrong. They’ve forced a lie on your people that’s lasted for a thousand years.” 
 
    Lailoken silently considered her offer. He had little sympathies for the Order but he was raised to respect them. They were the keepers of the truth. But were they wrong? Were dragons and humans meant to exist together in harmony? His own daughter had dragon blood running through her veins. Did that make her worse than him? 
 
    “What is this Gray Army? What are they and what do you want me to do? I slay dragons. I don’t lead armies.”   
 
    “The time has come for you to do so. It will take time, but I think I can get the Drakku to follow you. Not all believe in my quest, but I have my supporters. There are some quite vocal in their opposition, but they’ll come around. They have to or we’ll all die.” 
 
    Lailoken closed his eyes. Everything about this seemed wrong. Leading an army, filled with men and dragons, to oppose some Gray Army in order to further peace between the races? His entire existence was wrapped in the identity of slaughtering dragons, not helping them.  
 
     “I will do as you ask,” he said quietly, hoping he wasn’t making a grave mistake. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty 
 
    “Kull Myrthyd, I have news from Oakenvault.” The novice bowed deeply, awaiting Myrthyd’s acknowledgement. The Kull Naga had made a habit of remaining within his chambers while in Kulketh, refusing to see most dignitaries and others from the Order. Devouring the secrets within Drexon’s tome was the primary focus of his attention.  
 
    The novice, Brindy, had served him well the past few months by bringing him food and assorted items needed as he studied the spells. 
 
    “Open,” Myrthyd called. Brindy carefully opened the wooden door to his chambers and entered. 
 
    “What is it you bring me, boy?” 
 
    “It’s Oakenvault, sir. They’ve refused your decree regarding the halflings.” 
 
    “They defy me? What of my request to rid their ranks of female Magus?” 
 
    Brindy hung his head. “They refuse that as well.” 
 
    Myrthyd slammed his fists on the table, making the boy jump. 
 
    “Does no one act upon my word anymore? Brindy, fetch my parchment from my desk. I shall not be defied.” 
 
    Brindy rushed to the other room, grabbed the parchment and ink, making sure to pick up several quills, and presented them to Myrthyd. 
 
    “Good lad. When I’m done, I want you to have this taken with a delegation of four Magus to Oakenvault. If those White Magus refuse me, we shall declare martial law and take over their tower.” 
 
    Brindy gasped. Myrthyd understood why. It had been over a thousand years since one of the Order Towers was secured under the pretense of martial law. It was at the Reformation, when dragon and man broke from one another and the Magus won that the Crimson Tower in Fearglen fell under Black Tower control. Now it seemed the northerners were ready to flex their independent muscles. He’d have to make them come to heel. They’d join him or be forced to submit. The stakes were too high. 
 
    Myrthyd carefully wrote his decree, wording it in such a way as to force obedience while sounding as though asking for their aid. He sealed it, pushing his Kull insignia ring into the black wax. In the end, he left no room for interpretation. They’d submit or be removed from their station.  
 
    “Here, take this to Magus Barline. He’ll know who to send.” 
 
    Brindy took the sealed parchment and scurried from the room, slamming the door behind him. Myrthyd shook his head. The boy knew his place, but in his eagerness to serve, he often disregarded decorum. 
 
    “Oakenvault refuses my directives? What will they do when I use the night-wraith to turn their lands into fertile grounds for my army? What would they do when the gray-souls walk among them?” 
 
    Myrthyd stood from his table and stretched his arms, the bones in his back cracking. Since acquiring the Blood Stone, he slept very little and he was tired and weak most of the time. To counter his exhaustion, he used the Blood Stone to give himself stamina and healing, though lately that, too, seemed not enough to keep him from having a constant state of haziness within his mind.  
 
    The developments in Oakenvault bothered him. Why would his fellow Magus not want to be pure? Why would they refuse him the halflings and why would they refuse to expel their female Magus? It was only natural that they not be allowed within the Tower or the Order.  
 
    It was true that most halfling executions were carried out in Kulketh, but that was because it was the seat of the current Kull Naga. Those before him from the various Towers also held executions on occasion, though not to the degree he did. Why was it a problem now for the White Magus to send him their halflings? What were they hoping to gain from their refusal? 
 
    He’d long thought women did not belong within the Order. They were weaker and prone to fits of emotion that clouded their judgment. It was best they refrained from wielding power. It was a matter of safety above all. 
 
    The White Magus and the Blue Magus from Bayfrost had no stipulations against allowing women within their ranks while the Black Tower in Kulketh and the Crimson Tower in Fearglen expressly forbid it. The Green Magus in Woodpine were ambivalent to either side and had gone through periods of strict adherence to the old ways countered with years of allowing women into the Order. Currently, they were debating the subject though Myrthyd had made his demands clear to them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When he was a boy, Myrthyd studied in the library for long periods. Without any siblings and under the harsh rule of his master Magus Breen, he preferred the solitude of the library. What he found there made him angry. 
 
    Reading the history of the Reformation, he concluded the current Order had fallen far from their rightful place.  
 
    “Right here, it states clearly that we are to be pure. No intermingling with the other sex. We are to be strong and rid ourselves of the weaker half,” he’d mentioned to Magus Breen one evening after spending all day in the library. 
 
    “Aye, it does. The Order have made many a concession over the years. Factions rise and fall within our ranks, but the truth is always constant. When we broke from the south, it was because their heathen ways were irreconcilable with ours. The truth we held dear could not allow such heresy to exist. Yet, over time, we’ve allowed snippets of it to infiltrate our lands, spreading across the Dragonback Mountains like a plague and rotting us out from the inside. My wish is that one day we can purify our Order and bring it back to the glory it once was.” 
 
    Myrthyd hated Magus Breen. The man was violent and disrespectful. This moment of vulnerability took Myrthyd by surprise. He figured the older Magus didn’t believe in the old ways. There were no signs he didn’t, but it never came up, either. 
 
    “Boy, leave the important tasks to those who can handle it. You spend too much time with your nose in the books. Have you studied your geography lately? The world extends beyond the mountains and it all must be memorized. One day, the Order will rule like they did before the Reformation. You might come in handy when they do.” 
 
    He cuffed Myrthyd on the back of his head. “Go study your maps.” 
 
    Breen left him with a headache and a desire to know more.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Myrthyd dismissed the memory. Breen was a fool and died because of it, leaving only his disgust of halflings and female Magus behind.  
 
    Drexon’s tome had yet to yield more useful information for him. He’d been studying it for months, only to come up with a few healing spells and one regarding fire that if caught in a windstorm might be useful, but other than that, he couldn’t figure out why the book had been forbidden to the Magus for centuries. 
 
    Myrthyd channeled his energy into the Blood Stone, healing his sore and tired mind. He felt the warmth spread over him like a warm summer day. Once it was over, he was alert and refreshed like he’d been sleeping for hours. The effect would wear off sooner than it used to, but for now, it was a welcome sensation. 
 
    Leaving his quarters, Myrthyd glided along the Tower hallways inspecting classes and getting a sense of the current mood within the Order. 
 
    “Magus Utrix, how are the crops this day?”  
 
    Utrix was in charge of the Tower stores and had been an advocate of forcing the Verdant Magus to bless the land with their power. He was currently cuffing a novice who’d dropped a bag of rye, spilling its contents in the hall. 
 
    “Kull Naga,” he said with a bow. “The yield is low, as has been for some time. I fear widespread hunger is but a bad crop away.” 
 
    “When we wipe out dragon-kind, our fortunes will be restored. Too long have they wasted our fields and poisoned our people with their blood.” 
 
    “Your ambition will serve you well, Kull. Tregaron is blessed to have you.” 
 
    The novice carefully collected the rye, scooping it into the sack. 
 
    “Make sure he gets something to drink. The boy looks parched.” 
 
    Magus Utrix bowed again, and Myrthyd walked away. 
 
    The food situation had grown dire, far worse than Utrix had led him to believe. Myrthyd’s network of informants described many riots breaking out in small villages as crops died in the fields and livestock withered away. Within the cities, they hoarded as much food as possible, which gave the unfortunate image that things weren’t so bad. Tower guards had quietly gone to one too many villages to quell the anger for Myrthyd’s liking.  
 
    Tregaron was a mess. Halflings running loose. Food shortages. Magus revolting against his wishes.  
 
    The Drakku must pay. They’ve spoiled our people, they’ve turned our fields to rot, and they’ve caused the Order to abdicate their powers.  
 
    Myrthyd grew angrier as he stalked the hallways. He passed through the main foyer with the large open center and left through the main Tower doors. Two guards protested, saying he needed protection, but he waved them off.  
 
    “I’m fine. None will dare attack the Kull. I can handle myself.” 
 
    “But sir, Tukra demands we—” 
 
    “I appreciate his concern, but my safety will not be in jeopardy.” 
 
    When they tried to argue, he cast compulsion on them, forcing their minds to accept his words and leave him be. It was quite the useful spell. 
 
    The air was thick. The mid-summer celebrations of a month ago were still visible in the streamers hung across storefronts. Vendors asked exorbitant prices for their wares. Since his ascension to Kull Naga, prices had risen considerably, which he attributed to the growing food shortages. He could release the Tower stores, but then what of the Order? If Tregaron was to stay free from the south, the Order would need their strength.  
 
    Myrthyd walked slowly amongst the crowds, trying to pick up on rumors and the general mood of his people. It had been a few weeks since an execution and he considered holding another, if only to galvanize the people to his side. His army was close to ready, the ranks swelling daily. When it was time to reveal his plan, he had to make sure they were all behind him. He could use compulsion on the people, but he felt he lacked sufficient power to cast that on so many, even with the Blood Stone. 
 
    The south had food. Every southerner he interrogated claimed it. If he could gain the absolute trust of his people when he revealed his army of gray-souls, they’d support his move south. They were hungry and in need. The Drakku had brought this upon them and marching against their staunch southern allies while securing resources was a stroke of genius.  
 
    “Good day, Kull,” a woman with a small child said as she passed by. He tipped his head in her direction to acknowledge her.  
 
    “Wonderful day,” a man said as he walked by.  
 
    They know me, but do they serve me? Will they be willing to follow me south, to renew ancient enemies and claim the resources we need to live? Will they support an army of gray-souls at my complete command? 
 
    “If they knew better, yes,” he whispered. 
 
    Myrthyd strolled through the marketplace, testing an apple from one vendor. It was barely sweet and mushy but was the best of the bunch. He tossed it to the ground and two young boys wrestled for it. Watching them fight over the rotten fruit strengthened his resolve to push on, to carry out his master plan, and to once again lead Tregaron to a greater future.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-One 
 
    Ryn swooped up and down in the clear blue sky, Alushia clinging to his neck and Brida growling in his grasp. In her head, Alushia heard Ryn chuckle.  
 
    “It’s not that funny, you know!” 
 
    Come on! It is a little funny.  
 
    “Brida might not like you so much if you keep on doing this!” 
 
    According to Ryn, they were closer to the Dragon Lands and soon would meet her mother. They were still days away but flying near the border of Tregaron along the Dragonback Mountains kept her mind off the eventual reunion. 
 
    Brida growled again, but her tone was something different.  
 
    “What is it, girl?” Alushia shouted over Ryn’s beating wings. 
 
    Brida’s deep growl grew fierce. 
 
    I think I see it. 
 
    Alushia looked downward for the source of the problem, but from their height, it was difficult.  
 
    “Would someone please tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    Ryn dove from the sky and pulled up short of the forest below. Maybe we ought to go on foot. They might see us up here. 
 
    “Who? Who are we creeping up on?” 
 
    The gray-souls. 
 
    Ryn gently landed, letting Brida go. Instead of running off, the snowcat stood near them, her gaze focused on the forest to the west. The hairs along her spine stood up. 
 
    After Alushia climbed down, Ryn shifted back to his human form. 
 
    “I think things have gotten worse.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Come, you’ll see.” 
 
    Ryn led them through the thick forest, moving slowly and trying to avoid snapping twigs and causing too much noise. The leaves on the trees above shook as a gust of wind blew past. 
 
    Alushia waved her hand in front of her face. “What is that smell?” 
 
    “A new problem.” 
 
    “Ryn, why do you keep talking in riddles? You said something about the gray-souls.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand and pulled her through the trees and stopped.  
 
    They stood on a ridge overlooking a deep valley. 
 
    “Oh no,” Alushia whispered.  
 
    Below them, shambling aimlessly were gray-souls for as far as they could see.  
 
    “There must be hundreds down there.” 
 
    Alushia turned to Ryn. “Where’d they all come from?” 
 
    “This has to be the work of Myrthyd. He has the Blood Stone. He’s unlocked the powers within.” 
 
    Brida continued to growl, her lips pulling back in a snarl. 
 
    “What do we do? We have to stop them!” Alushia said. 
 
    “We can’t do anything about them now. There’s too many.” 
 
    “But…” Alushia watched the gray-souled people move back and forth. They had no direction and seemed lost.  
 
    “We have to get to Etain. It’s the only way. She’ll know how to handle this.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just blast them all with your fire? You could turn them into heaps of ash.” 
 
    “There are far too many for me. I’d need help. From the looks of it, they’re stuck in there. If we can get Etain and return with more dragons, we’d have no problem getting rid of them.” 
 
    “But we’re here now! Why can’t we do something now? It’s not like they can fly after you! How would they ever hurt you?” 
 
    Ryn closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. Alushia didn’t want to leave these gray-souls to possibly escape and harm others. She had to convince him to act…or she would. 
 
    “We have to leave them. For now.” 
 
    “No! We have to try and stop them!” 
 
    “I promised…I promised your mother I’d look after you. She’d kill me if I let anything happen to you.” 
 
    Alushia placed her fists on her hips. “Do I look like someone who needs help? Other than Brida, I’ve been alone for most of my life. I’ve learned how to take care of myself. I don’t need anyone to look after me.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant! I don’t think you need a caretaker, but this is too much. There are far too many for us to get rid of. You must understand this!” 
 
    Alushia turned her back to him, considering her options. If they left and the gray-souls were freed, many people would die or be hurt by their advances. A mindless army like that would cause massive amounts of destruction. If they stayed, Ryn was right. They were overmatched by the volume of gray-souls. She’d have to ride with him or stay back and let him do all the work. That’s not what she was proposing. Something had to be done. She couldn’t let others take this upon themselves while she had breath in her lungs. 
 
    Figuring she had no choice, she bolted from Ryn. 
 
    “Hey, stop! We can’t do this!” 
 
    Alushia ran down the ridge with Brida at her heels. She received an impression of the hunt from Brida that made her smile. Her companion was ready. 
 
    She turned back and Ryn had transformed into his dragon form and darted after her. He roared loudly and caught the attention of the gray-souls. They turned toward her, moaning and gnashing their rotten teeth. One of them broke ranks and worked its way up the ridge. Others soon followed in a broken line of stumbling gray-souls headed right for her. 
 
    As she neared them, Ryn dropped from the sky to block her path. He faced the gray-souls and let loose a massive wall of flame. Brida abruptly stopped, nearly toppling over. Alushia smacked into Ryn’s tail and fell to the ground. 
 
    Stay behind me! Do not get in the way! 
 
    “Fine, whatever!” 
 
    Brida prowled the ground to Ryn’s right, cautiously looking through the flames for the gray-souls. 
 
    Ryn roared and more gray-souls followed the sound. He exhaled bright orange flames, the smell of charred rotten flesh soon growing worse. 
 
    What were you thinking? You could’ve died! You’d never survive all of them! 
 
    Alushia shook her head as if to clear the voice. At times, she wished she didn’t have the ability to hear Ryn’s words. 
 
    Alushia stood and produced her knife from her waistband, waiting for a chance to join the fight. 
 
    Brida paced back and forth.  
 
    Ryn opened his wings to make himself look imposing. He exhaled a stream of flame. Fiery gray-souls marched forward, lurching toward the blaze without regard to their bodies burning. They groaned and shuffled forward. Some fell to the ground and those behind stepped on their flaming gray bodies. A few were tripped by the twisting fallen bodies and joined them as they helplessly fought against the oncoming gray-souls who pursued the living.  
 
    There are too many for me to burn! I can’t keep this up for long! 
 
    Alushia rolled away from Ryn’s thrashing tail and jumped to her feet next to Brida. “Come on, girl, we need to help Ryn!” Brida growled and clung to her side. 
 
    Alushia advanced near the wall of fire with her knife drawn. A gray-soul woman stumbled through the fire forcing her to jump away. Brida leapt on it, knocking it down. Alushia ran to the squirming woman and slammed her knife into its skull. The woman’s expression turned from anger to peace as her remaining life left her for good.  
 
    Get back! Retreat! More are coming! 
 
    Alushia looked up through the slowly dying flames and behind the mass of gray-souls, she noticed a few black armored guards. 
 
    “Ryn, look! Tower Guards!” 
 
    The dragon rose higher and scanned the oncoming horde. 
 
    Myrthyd, he whispered. 
 
    He shot a blast of fire to his right, taking out a group of three that had come through the flame wall toward Alushia, who hadn’t seen them. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I told you to go back! Leave this place. We can’t last much longer! 
 
    “We can do this! We can fight them back. We have to Ryn!” 
 
    Brida raced to the side and jumped onto another gray-soul. She clawed at its back as though trying to dig a hole through it. 
 
    Two gray-souls followed and went for Brida. 
 
    “No!” Alushia screamed. They fell on Brida, an impression of surprise coming from the large white cat. 
 
    Alushia ran to her, falling on the nearest gray-soul and slashing furiously at it. “Get off her! Brida, run!” 
 
    The man moaned as she stabbed him, finally sinking her blade into his skull. She tossed him aside and went after the second one, a younger boy whose gaping wounds on his back exposed his ribs. 
 
    The boy clenched his teeth and tried to bite into Brida’s thick fur. The snowcat rolled off the woman she was attacking and knocked the boy off her. Red splotches dotted her white fur. 
 
    Alushia slashed at the boy, missing his head. The knife struck his back and caught on something, forcing it from her hand.  
 
    “Brida!” she cried as the boy clawed his way toward her. He grabbed her leg and tried to bite it. Brida swiped at him with her large paws, sharp claws slicing through his gray flesh.  
 
    It did nothing to stop him. 
 
    Behind her, Alushia felt a wave of heat as Ryn ignited another line of gray-souls. 
 
    Come on! We have to leave! The guards are prodding them forward! I can’t hold them off much longer! 
 
    Alushia grabbed the boy to pull him off Brida but as she yanked on his arms, her hands tore through his skin and what was left of his muscle and she fell backwards, landing in the grass. Gray-souls surrounded her, some with their bodies engulfed in flame. 
 
    She scrambled back, trying to escape their grasp. They moaned loudly and mashed their teeth together, preparing to tear into her. 
 
    “Ryn, help!” 
 
    She felt the ground shake as he raced to her. He blasted the gray-souls around them with flames and swiped his arm to knock them back. He grabbed the boy attacking Brida and flung him into the oncoming gray-souls. 
 
    I’ve got you! I won’t let them hurt you! 
 
    He swung his tail, clipping a few gray-souls and knocking them to the ground.  
 
    Then he let out an earsplitting roar.  
 
    Alushia covered her ears to the sound and noticed the cause of his distress. One of the gray-souls had latched on to his leg and others quickly followed, attracted by the scent of his blood. 
 
    “Ryn, no!” 
 
    Alushia scrambled to her feet but before she could do anything, Ryn grabbed her in his arms and jumped into the air. 
 
    “Brida! We have to save her!” 
 
    She’s on her own now. I have to protect you. 
 
    “No! She’s my friend! We can’t leave her!” 
 
    Ryn circled the snowcat, exhaling fire all around her. 
 
    Alushia closed her eyes and focused her thoughts on Brida. She felt the snowcat send her impressions of life and fields of grain. Images of her racing through their farm after small game were followed by the two of them resting against a tree. 
 
    “Brida!” she screamed. She fought against Ryn’s grasp but he was much too strong for her.  
 
    “You have to do something!” 
 
    Ryn circled her again, trying to force the gray-souls back with his flames when arrows shot through the sky and sunk into his side. He roared in pain, twisting in the sky. 
 
    “Ryn!” Alushia cried. 
 
    The dragon forced himself back up into the sky, trying to flee the oncoming arrows.  
 
    “We have to get Brida!” 
 
    I can’t…I’m hurt…we have to hide. 
 
    Ryn’s voice was strained. 
 
    “No! Go back! Ryn, don’t do this! You have to save her! We can’t let them get her!” 
 
    I’m weak. I can’t…I’m fading…I’m sorry. Brida… 
 
    “Go back!” Alushia beat on Ryn’s neck, trying desperately to force him into action. He flew erratically and she knew the injuries were severe. But still…her Brida. Her companion for far longer than she ever expected.  
 
    “Oh Brida…I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Alushia wailed as Ryn flew to the south, leaving the gray-souls behind. Arrows followed him, but he rose higher in the sky avoiding them, groaning in agony as he did so. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-Two 
 
    Ulkand shoved bowlfuls of thick stew across the table for Jor and Belthos. Helni poured mugs of ale for the guests.  
 
    “What brings you two to the Dragon Lands? Why would folk from Tregaron travel to our little city?” Ulkand asked. 
 
    Jor was taken aback. She studied the man for a moment. He was taller than she, with long brown hair. He looked like a warrior of some sort by the way his muscles filled his shirt. Jor sipped the stew, enjoying the hearty taste. It was much better than anything they’d had in a long time.  
 
    Finally, she spoke. 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    Ulkand grinned. “I lived there long ago. I can tell when someone from there comes to these lands. They’re confused and a bit surprised by the openness afforded to dragon-kind like my daughter.” 
 
    Jor smiled at the girl who’d been staring at them. “She’s a sweet girl. You ought to be proud to be her father.” 
 
    Ulkand nodded. “I am. Since her mother went back to the Dragon Lands, Helni and I have done quite well in the market. I build and sell wooden implements that are mostly for farming, but sometimes I’ll do practice swords and shields for the Dragon Guards.” 
 
    “These Dragon Guards—” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure they seem odd to you. Did for me when I got here, too.”  
 
    Jor paused a moment, unsure if she could speak so freely, but then she tossed caution away. “What are they guarding?” 
 
    Ulkand laughed. “Curious, huh? Best to keep that to yourself when you aren’t in my home! You know that building I was in? Other than the city mayor and high priest, there’s a safe haven within its bowels for dragons to rest. A sanctuary for them.” 
 
    “Dragons need rest?” Belthos asked. “I thought they had more stamina than that.” He was disgusted. Jor understood it. She felt the same. 
 
    “Eat up. Let me repay my debt and you can be on your way.” 
 
    Belthos and Jor finished their stew, Belthos asking for a refill before they were done.  
 
    Helni cleaned off the table. “You don’t have to do that,” Jor protested.  
 
    “Mother wouldn’t like it if I failed in my manners. Neither would father.” She smiled and finished her task. 
 
    Ulkand sat across from the pair, studying them carefully.  
 
    “Back in the market, I lost my cool. I had to pay a hefty fine to get out of trouble. The mayor’s been growing closer to a fierce Onyx dragon named Grymryg. To be honest, we’re much better off siding with Etain. But what do I know? I’m a builder, not part of the ruling class around here.” 
 
    At the sound of Lailoken’s wife’s name, Jor leaned back. Maybe Ulkand was speaking of someone else? There had to be more than one Etain in the world! Or maybe… 
 
    “This Etain. Who is that?” Belthos asked before Jor could voice the question. She glanced at him, though he didn’t catch her glare. 
 
    Ulkand nodded. “Of course you’ve heard of her. I’ve been gone from Tregaron for what, maybe seven years? It was soon after I discovered my wife’s true nature which put Helni in grave danger that I went west. My wife wanted us free of the Order for Helni’s sake, so we came here. But before I left, I knew of the exploits of the dragonslayer Lailoken. I heard the rumors of his wife Etain and how the dragons carried her away. One story I heard said five giant Opal dragons descended on his homestead and destroyed all but his barn before flying off with her. Another story said it was one Garnet dragon so enamored with her beauty that he had to steal her. None of those are true, of course. Etain was and is a dragon. Not just any dragon, either. She’s the Dragon Lord. She’s older than the rest and the wisest among them.” 
 
    Jor didn’t know what to say. She was on the hunt for Lailoken, to bring him back from the cursed dragons. Etain was surely a prisoner, if she still lived. How could this man believe such lies? 
 
    “Well, the story is nice. It’s not true, but—” 
 
    Belthos interrupted her, earning a dagger stare.  
 
    “Why did you say I was like you?” he asked Helni. 
 
    She smiled as Ulkand pulled her close to him. 
 
    “You have dragon blood like me. I can sense it. You do, don’t you?” 
 
    Belthos looked ready to answer but when he caught Jor’s stare, he reconsidered his words. 
 
    “I don’t sense it, no. I wouldn’t know you were a halfling unless you told me.” 
 
    “Most of us can tell when we’re near one like us. Maybe it’s her?” she said pointing at Jor. 
 
    “No! I’m not tainted with their blood!” 
 
    Helni’s face turned down. “Mother always told me people would hate me.” 
 
    “Shh, dear. They don’t hate you. Remember what I told you. Those from Tregaron don’t understand the truth. They’ve been blinded by lies from the Order for centuries. They didn’t mean anything by it. They don’t know better.” 
 
    Jor’s blood boiled. How dare he call them ignorant! 
 
    “I think we’re done here. I appreciate your hospitality, but we must go. Our friends will worry that something bad has happened to us.” Jor stood, Belthos following her lead. 
 
    “Thank you. May Meanos guide you,” Jor said, extending a hand to Ulkand. He accepted it and shook. 
 
    “Meanos or Deavos, it doesn’t matter. They’re two sides of the same drac.” 
 
    Jor tilted her head, confused by his words, but refrained from asking more. Clearly this man fell under the spell of dragon lies. Whoever his wife was, she had duped him into believing in her ways. He’d never last in Tregaron.  
 
    They left the small home and headed back toward the city. It was a short walk, but long enough for the pair to discuss what just happened. 
 
    “Belthos, that halfling girl isn’t right, is she?” 
 
    Belthos took a moment before replying. When he did, Jor’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    “I don’t think so, but honestly, I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You can’t be!” 
 
    “Jor, I don’t want to believe it, either. I don’t feel different. If I were a halfling, would my powers work? I doubt it. What the Order honed over the years is for humans only. Dragons can shift. They can create acid or flame or poison, but does that mean they’re endowed with the same powers as a Magus? I doubt it.” 
 
    “Then why was she so adamant you had dragon blood in you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe because of the hunts I’ve been on. Maybe some how she senses it. I really don’t know.” 
 
    Jor let the questions drop. It confused her, and honestly it wasn’t anywhere near true. Why bother wasting her time thinking about it? 
 
    They entered the city along a narrow road with guards stationed to either side watching the visitors come and go. 
 
    “So they protect a dragon shrine?” Jor asked, nodding toward the guard on her left. It was an older woman with grey hair who looked like she wasn’t one to be messed with in spite of her age. 
 
    “How odd,” Belthos replied. “I assumed dragons didn’t interact with humans like that. And now there are factions amongst them, too? How many lies do we need to uncover before the truth wins out?” 
 
    “For a former Magus, and a young one at that, you sure do ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    “I’m a curious person. Always have been.” 
 
    They watched the guards carefully and walked the dirty streets. Vendors called out but they ignored the pleas.  
 
    “I can’t wait to be rid of this place. I wonder how many more cities and villages we’ll come across before we enter the heart of the Dragon Lands?” Jor asked.  
 
    “If my memory serves me right, maybe two or three? Driano wasn’t good for much, but he did at least instill a sense of direction in me. I’ve seen more maps of Rowyth than I care to admit. Unless things have changed much from the time the maps were created, that’s my best guess.” 
 
    “Two or three. Maybe they won’t all be as dragon-friendly as this one.” 
 
    They turned a corner and the unmistakable roar of a dragon sounded overhead. Jor’s eyes lit up and her face pointed skyward. “An Onyx,” she hissed. Her sword was at the inn and she scanned the crowd around her for a weapon. Belthos placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Jor, we can’t. We’re not in our lands.” 
 
    Jor’s heart beat heavy in her chest, the rush of adrenaline overcoming her. But the boy was right. They weren’t in a place where the hunt was called.  
 
    “This place is all wrong,” she growled. The Onyx circled the city, roaring loudly, and the people paid it little attention. The only ones who seemed to care were the red shirted Dragon Guards.  
 
    They scurried toward the shrine, circling it as if to protect something precious. Then the dragon soared across the sky, landing on the top spire of the shrine. It spread its wings in a display of size and roared again. It seemed to be looking for something as it peered down at the people below. 
 
    “Belthos, I don’t have a good feeling about that. Do you think our host disclosed who we are?” 
 
    The boy looked up at the Onyx and back to Jor. “I hope not, but we can’t be too sure. We better get back to the others. It might be time for us to leave.” 
 
    “I agree. Hurry!” 
 
    Jor rushed through the streets, shoving her way past the crowd. When they finally made it to the inn, Ori and Tozgan were already outside fixated on the Onyx. 
 
    “What is that?” Ori asked. 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, it’s an Onyx,” Tozgan teased. 
 
    “We need to leave. Now,” Jor said as she approached the pair.  
 
    “Hey, where ya been? We got up this morning and you were both gone. We’ve stayed in all day, enjoying the comforts of our beds,” Tozgan replied. 
 
    “We can talk later. But now, I think it best we leave this city. I fear that Onyx might be after us and we aren’t in a position to slay it. There are too many sympathizers around. I’m determined, but I’m not dumb. Gather your things. Now!” 
 
    The crossbowmen jumped at her command and went inside the inn.  
 
    “Belthos,” Jor said, holding the boy by his shoulders and staring into his eyes, “Say nothing about Helni and her accusation against you. Do you understand me?” 
 
    He scrunched his face. “Sure. It stays with us.” 
 
    “Good. Gather your things. Meet me down here in a few minutes. I’ll settle the bill.” 
 
    Belthos ran into the inn. Jor turned back to the Onyx perched atop the shrine. It continued to search the people below. Jor admired the dragon, imagining what the hunt would be like when it spotted her from its perch. Its head stopped moving, staring directly at her. Then it opened its wings wide and roared madly. It leapt from the shrine, roaring as if to gain attention. Then it flew at her and Dragon Guards raced toward her on the streets. 
 
    “Oh no,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-Three 
 
    Lailoken wandered through the forest below the dragon cavern where he’d spent the last few months. He hadn’t seen Alushia since that day in the field outside of Woodpine and as often as he tried to not consider the worst scenario possible, daily he struggled to find hope that she lived. Etain swore she was fine and in the care of the dragon Ryn, but he had his doubts. Myrthyd was angered that day and his fierce fury was saved for no one.  
 
    He’d been mulling over his promise to Etain of helping to lead some kind of force against what she called the Gray Army. Not one to offer great details, he wondered what Etain meant.  
 
    If the Gray Army of now was anything like the images depicted on the cavern walls, maybe it was the gray-souls that were growing more numerous. He didn’t understand why she wasn’t completely up front with him about it. It was almost as though she was hiding something.  
 
    But what other choice did he have? 
 
    Myrthyd would surely seek his execution if he went home. The way he tried to have him killed when he had Jor take the stone was enough to convince him that he’d turned into an enemy of the Order. His son, his own flesh and blood, wanted him dead. Did he know about his past? Did Myrthyd realize who his parents were? Etain gave him up as a baby and no one knew the truth but her. Did he sense he was different than the rest of the Order? They were instrumental in hunting dragons and executing halflings. How would they react if they found out the truth? 
 
    Alushia was a halfling, a development that still stung, though its bite was growing weaker. If Myrthyd hadn’t understood that he, too, was a halfling and continued his vengeance on all dragon-kind, Alushia could never return to Tregaron, either.  
 
    Lailoken was left with only once choice: to side with his mortal enemy, the Drakku.  
 
    They were the only ones not seeking his death, though Etain’s interference helped. Other than the small faction of rogue dragons led by Grymryg, they obeyed her commands and let him be. He couldn’t blame them if they wanted to murder him, he deserved it after all he’d done. Grateful for their restraint, he now found himself in the position to lead them with sympathizing humans against this emerging threat of the Gray Army. 
 
    Lailoken heard a roar overhead and turned skyward. An Onyx dragon soared by, its large black wings contrasting against the puffy white clouds in the blue sky. Then an Opal. Following the Opal were three Garnet dragons, all of them headed toward the cavern. And Etain.  
 
    More dragons roared above and Lailoken couldn’t believe it.  
 
    “There’s so many of them,” he said out loud. Opal, Onyx, and Garnet dragons flew in great numbers he’d never seen before, all headed toward the cavern. 
 
    The forest came alive with activity. Animals ran everywhere. Large branches snapped. Lailoken turned behind him and thirty meters away, a group of five Jade dragons smashed their way through the forest, headed for the cavern. 
 
    “What’s happening? Has Etain called some sort of gathering?” 
 
    The sky turned dark, forcing him to look up. Dragons filled the sky, blotting out the clouds and blue skies. Fierce roars in varied pitches carried down from the dragons, a sound unlike anything he’d ever heard. 
 
    All around him, the forest grew louder as more Jade dragons raced through the thick brush. 
 
    Whatever it was, he needed to be there. Never before had he seen such a display of dragon-kind. Something was happening, and he had to find out what. 
 
    Following the racing dragons, Lailoken ran back on the path, hoping to get to the cavern in time. A growing sense of dread filled him as an endless array of dragons headed toward Etain.  
 
    Scrambling upwards on loose gravel, Lailoken worked his way back to the cavern’s entrance. On the flat stone outcropping were more dragons than he’d ever seen in one place, but something was wrong. 
 
    Etain was near the cavern’s mouth, her attendants to either side of her. They seemed to be defending themselves from the roaring dragons perched in a semi-circle around them. An Onyx dragon stepped out from the crowd and moved closer. It was Grymryg. Those behind it roared their approval. 
 
    Your actions are weak. You put our kind in jeopardy. I’m here to fix it, Lailoken heard in his head. It had to be Grymryg speaking to Etain. 
 
    You dare oppose me? I’ve done all in my power for our survival. I have ruled our kind for centuries. We must deal with this problem we face. All of us. 
 
    Your kind no longer support you. Age does not equal wisdom. Your decisions have taken us down a dark path. Who amongst us trusts the mighty Etain? Grymryg asked, raising his wings like arms to the crowd around them. A chorus of roars was his answer. Do you see now? You’ve lost the support of your kind. They don’t trust you. They don’t believe in you anymore. Mating with a slayer and allowing him to continue to kill our kind…despicable and unacceptable behavior for our leader. No more, Etain;  it ends now. 
 
    You would divide us now, when we need unity above all? The Gray Army has returned. The night-wraith rises. We are all in danger. 
 
    At her words, the dragons roared and grew anxious, shifting back and forth and shaking their wings.  
 
    Your scare tactics are useless. No Gray Army has come. We are not in grave danger. If we leave those horrid humans alone, we’ll be rid of them. We must tend to our own and care for our own, something you seem to have lost sight of, as you allowed him to murder us. Grymryg pointed a wing at Lailoken, startling him. He didn’t think the Onyx had seen him standing far off to the side. 
 
    Dragons growled. A few of the Garnets breathed fire into the sky, earning the praise of those around them. 
 
    Shall I kill you like I killed Kigad? You two tried this once. Or will you fall in line with the rest and unite our kind against a greater threat? 
 
    There is none greater than your incompetence. It’s a sign of weakness. Your time is over.  
 
    It’s over when I give up my spirit, and I live with it still. 
 
    This is your last chance, Etain. You’re outnumbered. You lack the support. Your weakness is exposed for all to see. He, he said, pointing at Lailoken, is a symptom of greater ills. Your mistakes have brought us to this point. Will you step aside without dying, or do you prefer to spill your blood on these grounds? 
 
    I lead the Drakku, not you. I have made difficult decisions that I must live with. It’s for the greater good. It always has been. 
 
    The thing is, you live with those decisions. How many Drakku have had to die because of them? 
 
    Grymryg extended his black wings and puffed out his chest. His head titled back and he let out a thunderous roar that echoed back at him from the cavern. The assembled dragons around him followed suit and did the same, the chorus of anger forcing Lailoken to cover his ears.  
 
    So be it. 
 
    Etain stepped closer to Grymryg, extending her wings. The two dragons faced one another for a dark moment.  
 
    I shall not yield. One of us dies this day. 
 
    Etain inhaled and exhaled a massive orange flame that engulfed Grymryg. The dragon roared and spit acid on Etain. Then their wings collapsed on one another, cloaking them in a tangle of crimson and black. 
 
    The pair fell to the ground, claws searching for a soft hold and, trying to rip chunks of flesh from the other. 
 
    The dragons around them inched closer to the fight, roaring their approval of the deadly brawl. Those within the cavern were far outnumbered by those who followed Grymryg. 
 
    Lailoken felt helpless as he watched the fight unfold. Etain was locked in a brutal clash with Grymryg, both dragons ferociously attacking the other. 
 
    Etain gained her footing and breathed fire at Grymryg. The Onyx roared as the flames scorched his scaly flesh. Smoke rose from his chest and his high-pitched cries pierced the air. Etain pushed the fight, growing closer to Grymryg. She bit at his shoulder and clamped down hard. Grymryg swatted at her but her hold was strong. Then the Onyx twisted his body, falling to the ground, and forcing Etain to let go of her grip.  
 
    Grymryg bit down on her wing, tearing the thin membrane. Etain howled in pain as she leapt back, stunned. Grymryg attacked her, spitting acid in her face, and temporarily blinding her.  
 
    “No, Etain!” Lailoken screamed. He had no weapon besides a small dagger. Etain had forbidden him to carry the broadsword because it angered too many Drakku. It was suicide for him to enter the fight, but the urge was strong to do so anyway. 
 
    Etain flailed her arms to push back Grymryg. The Onyx was fearless and snapped at her with his enormous teeth. He caught her neck and squeezed. 
 
    “Etain!” Lailoken cried. He rushed into the clearing as the Drakku closed in on the fighting pair. Three Jade dragons intercepted Lailoken and tackled him to the ground.  
 
    “Get off me! I have to save her! Leave her alone!” 
 
    The dragons hissed at him, pulling him off the ground. One of the Jade dragons held him upright, completely immobilizing him as he was forced to watch the duel. 
 
    Grymryg let go and knocked Etain to the ground, teeth puncturing her flesh. Grymryg opened his wings, creating an imposing figure. 
 
    Your reign is over! I will lead the Drakku into glory! 
 
    Etain stood and stumbled on wobbly legs, barely able to face Grymryg.  
 
    You’ve grown more powerful in your ignorance, Grymryg. This is not over. You will never lead the Drakku. 
 
    Etain looked around at the assembled dragons, her eyes narrowing as she recalled who they were. Forgiveness is available, but I offer it only once. I cannot be held accountable for your ignorance. Leave him and follow the true Drakku leader. I give you my word, you shall not be punished. 
 
    Forgiveness is not yours to give. I lead the Drakku now! 
 
    Etain inhaled deep, gave a quick glance at Lailoken, and exhaled an inferno all around her. A wall of flame shot high in the air. Lailoken felt the blast. Then Etain burst into the sky, leaving a trail of flame and smoke behind her. 
 
    You will never get away with this, Grymryg! Your treason will be the death of you! 
 
    Etain circled the assembled dragons. She roared and spit flame. Several dragons leapt into the air joining her until close to a third on the ground were now trailing her. They circled Grymryg and his cohorts. Etain roared once again and then flew westward, the rest of the dragons following her. 
 
    “No, Etain, don’t go!” Lailoken called to her.  
 
    Grymryg cried out, I’m coming for you, Etain! If it takes every last moment I have left, I’m coming for you. 
 
    Lailoken struggled against the Jade and it squeezed tighter. 
 
    Lailoken heard laughter in his head as Grymryg spotted him. 
 
    How wonderful is this? I can strike Etain at her heart. Bring him to me! He’ll be a perfect sacrifice for our new order. The Drakku will no longer be led by incompetence. Our vengeance starts now. 
 
    The Jade dragons pushed Lailoken across the hard dirt. He struggled to free himself and find footing to push off. His arms were locked to his side and he reached for his dagger. 
 
    Etain! Come see what I’m going to do to your lover! 
 
    Etain and the rest of her dragons were gone, their dark forms no longer visible in the sky. 
 
    Come, slayer, let me do what Etain never had the courage to do. Your time to die is now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-Four 
 
    Lailoken peered at the Onyx dragon before him. Where was Etain? he wondered. Her wounds looked painful and she seemed to be weakened by the fight. Leaving him behind like she did stung, but he had little time to worry about it at the moment.  
 
    “I’ve killed worse than you,” Lailoken taunted. He wasn’t sure how he would get out of this, but he was determined to figure it out. A dragon never got the best of him, and even now surrounded by dozens of them, he wasn’t about to let them do so. 
 
    You have, but you’ve always had help, and they were weak. Look around you, slayer. You have nowhere to go and no one to help. Do you understand what’s about to happen? Your death is on Etain’s hands. She betrayed the Drakku. Her treachery will not be tolerated any longer. I command the Drakku! 
 
    The Jade dragon held him tight, the surrounding dragons giving off an anxious energy as they watched the great slayer face their usurper Grymryg.  
 
    “You’re a terrible excuse of a leader. I’ve slaughtered worse than you. The Order might not even pay me for your putrid blood!” 
 
    Screams erupted from the assembled dragons at the mention of the Order. The Jade dragons holding him seemed excited by his words. Grymryg howled into the air. 
 
    We will wipe out the Order of Eschar! Their poisonous ways will be eliminated! 
 
    As the Jade pushed him closer to Grymryg, Lailoken felt the warmth of a Magus spell come over him. Surprised, he twisted in the dragon’s grasp to find who had cast protection on him. He saw nothing but dragons, but the warmth…the sensation he’d come to know over the years was strong. It shocked him at first but then emboldened him, knowing he had the slimmest chance of escaping this alive, with or without Etain. 
 
    “Grymryg, you’re weak. You fear facing me because you know I’ll destroy you! I’ll gut you like I’ve done to others! Command them to let me go and fight me by yourself. Are you that worried I’ll kill you that you need these three to hold me back? What kind of coward are you?” His plan was weak, but he had to try something. Whoever cast protection on him must be nearby. Maybe they brought slayers with them? Maybe…maybe it was Jor? He had little time to consider it as Grymryg roared his reply. 
 
    Let the feeble human go! I’ll rip him limb from limb and we’ll all get to taste the blood of Etain’s lover! 
 
    The Jade tossed him to the ground. Lailoken stood and brandished his dagger, the only chance he had of either killing Grymryg or escaping. At least he was free to move.  
 
    The warmth spread over him again as though whoever was doing it wanted to make sure he survived. Thank Meanos, he thought and decided then his best way to leave alive was to escape. Fighting Grymryg in front of the Drakku would mean his certain death. He wasn’t done yet. Alushia was out there somewhere and Myrthyd had to be dealt with, neither option viable if he were dead.  
 
    Lailoken rushed the nearest Jade dragon. Instantly it spit poison at him, coating him with a sticky layer. The protection worked and he felt nothing other than the thick saliva. Lailoken used the dagger to cut into its hide, slicing open its belly. He slid under the dragon and rolled behind it while the Drakku erupted in angry howls and screams.  
 
    He had little time to flee. 
 
    Grymryg roared and flew at him, thick clouds of acid belching forth from his mouth. The other two Jade dragons left their companion flailing on the ground and turned their attention to Lailoken. 
 
    The slayer pushed himself off the ground and ran for the path he’d used when he approached the gathering earlier. It was his only way out.  
 
    Grymryg closed in on him when iron bolts shot through the air, sinking into his hide, and forcing him to tumble to the ground. He roared and ignored the bolts protruding from him as he ran toward Lailoken. 
 
    The entire Drakku were in chaos. Dragons fought with each other to come to Grymryg’s aid. Some flew into the air circling the action below. Others rushed toward Grymryg, shouting and roaring loudly. Lailoken chanced a look back, and when he noticed the approaching dragons, he ran quickly to escape.  
 
    Grymryg stumbled as another iron bolt punctured his leg. When he did, those behind him slammed into the Onyx. They tried to stop but were pushed forward by those behind them. Grymryg thrashed on the ground, snapping at anything near him.  
 
    Lailoken fell and rolled forward, hurling against a large rock, winding him. Then he pushed himself up, clutching the dagger in a white-knuckled hand, and ran down the path, leaving the chaos behind.  
 
    Dragon roars echoed all around. Those in the sky seemed intent on trying to clear a path around Grymryg instead of trailing after himself. Still he ran. 
 
    The path wound down the mountain. He crashed through brush and tumbled forward. Branches scratched him, leaving long red marks along his arms and face. When he finally composed himself after smacking against a tree, he took a moment to scan his surroundings. 
 
    The dragon roars continued at the cavern above. The Drakku seemed utterly confused by what happened and honestly, so was he. Whoever it was that protected him, he owed them his life. Same with the crossbowmen. All he could think was that Jor somehow made it to him. It had to be her! 
 
    A moment later, Lailoken pushed on, racing through the trees to put as much distance from the dragons as possible. 
 
    The forest teemed with life. It was close to mid-afternoon and birds flew overhead and unseen creatures scurried across the ground. Still, the sound of dragon roars was unmistakable. The anger and frustration building at the cavern entrance was evident to Lailoken.  
 
    A loud crash behind him made him jump.  
 
    Two Jade dragons had followed him. He couldn’t tell if they were the same from earlier, but it didn’t matter. He was trapped with only the dagger but without Magus protection.  
 
    “Have you come to die?” 
 
    The dragons stopped and glared at him.  
 
    We have come to bring you to Grymryg. Your death will serve the Drakku well. 
 
    The Jade on the right tilted its head, making Lailoken think it was the one speaking to him.  
 
    “I don’t want to kill you. My days as a slayer are over. Etain has taught me that. If you think this Grymryg knows better than she, then one of us will die here. I intend it not to be me.” 
 
    Etain is a failure. We’re done watching Drakku die when you get to live. We shall not tolerate your ignorance any longer. Tregaron is poised to explode and we will be there to rebuild it. The Order is at an end, their ways soon to be crushed. Etain does not promise this, only Grymryg.  
 
    A brief pause allowed Lailoken the opportunity to spot a straight branch that had fallen to the ground. Covered in leaves and moss, it barely poked through. He guessed he’d have a moment to grab it and maybe attack one of them, but not both. 
 
    “I will not die today. I don’t want to kill you if I don’t have to. Etain will need you. I will need you. The Gray Army comes, and not even Grymryg can ignore them.” 
 
    He had no idea who the Gray Army was or even if they were approaching. He parroted Etain’s words in hopes it struck a chord with these two. His options for survival were running short. They would be needed if Etain was true in her assessment of the impending disaster. All those following Grymryg would find a home in the army he was tasked with leading. If the threat was that severe, it didn’t matter where they came from, just as long as they were there. 
 
    The Gray Army is a lie. It never existed and doesn’t exist now. It’s a lie some Drakku have shared over time. Grymryg does not believe it. Many agree with him.  
 
    This time, the voice was different, which meant it was the other dragon. 
 
    “You both don’t believe? Have you not seen the gray-souls roaming the wilderness?” 
 
    The Jade dragons went silent. Then the second one spoke. 
 
    The gray-souls have always been. They are not a precursor to a lie.  
 
    “The Blood Stone lies with the Kull Naga. He has the power. It is unlocked.” 
 
    His words made them regard one another. Good, he thought, they doubt. All I need is for them to doubt Grymryg.  
 
    “Join us. Fight the Gray Army. We will need you. We’ll need all of you.” 
 
    Iron bolts screamed through the air, striking both Jade dragons. 
 
    “No!” Lailoken cried out. He felt the warmth of protection wash over him again. 
 
    “No! Leave them be! I almost have them!” 
 
    The Jade dragons roared angrily.  
 
    You will die for your treachery! 
 
    “It’s not me! They didn’t know any better!” 
 
    More bolts flew by, but the Jade dragons lunged at Lailoken and they missed.  
 
    One of the dragons spewed poison on him, but the protection held back its effects. The other ran to the left, apparently spotting the intruders.  
 
    Lailoken fell to the ground and yanked the stick he’d spotted earlier free from the dirt. He brandished it like a spear as the Jade, blinded by rage and betrayal, lunged forward. 
 
    Lailoken swatted at it with the stick. “They don’t know! Stop this! We can fight together!” 
 
    The Jade ignored him and he had no choice but to defend himself. Reverting to instinct, Lailoken stepped to the side and thrust the stick at the Jade, seeking to pierce its soft stomach. He missed and fell to the ground from the momentum.  
 
    Rolling away from the dragon’s foot that had nearly crushed his skull, he jumped up and brandished the stick in front of him. 
 
    “Don’t force me into this! Etain will need you!” 
 
    It was an odd feeling for him to try to save the dragon’s life. The impulse to kill with abandon was so ingrained in him that he had to fight back those urges. It took a great effort to control himself as he was faced with the dragon’s intent to kill him. 
 
    The Jade roared and ignored his pleas. It was acting on impulse from the surprise attack. 
 
    “Stop this!” Lailoken yelled, but it was no use. The Jade had succumbed to its anger, and whatever progress he had made with its reason moments ago was now lost.  
 
    He felt the spell settle on him again and tried to see if he could find the source, but the Jade rushed at him. It smacked into him, knocking him to the ground. The Jade slashed at his face and Lailoken did his best to block the deadly blows. He felt claws digging into his arms as his own blood splashed onto him.  
 
    How dare you lie and trick us! the Jade scolded. Its attack was brutal, his arms burning as its claws dug into him. Etain was a fool for trusting in you! 
 
    Lailoken was pinned under the dragon, unable to move. Other than to protect his face with his arms, he was at its mercy.  
 
    Suddenly, the dragon yelled out and the claws stopped digging into him. He chanced a look through his arms and the point of a sword protruded from the dragon’s chest.  
 
    “Who…what happened?” he asked in a hoarse voice. The sword disappeared and the Jade fell to the side. 
 
    With blurry vision and pain coursing through him from the vicious attack, a long haired figure stood above him. 
 
    “We found you!” 
 
    It was a man’s voice. A familiar voice. It was Thibaut. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-Five 
 
    As Myrthyd flew with the wraith across the dream world, visions of reality seeped in. He expected fertile grounds and lush orchards to greet him, but instead the land was rotten and decayed. If this was a different world he was now traveling, why wasn’t it ideal? What was it trying to tell him? 
 
    “Wraith, what happened there?” he said, pointing out a blackened wheat field.  
 
    “It is the land. We see what’s there, not what we want to see.” 
 
    “How can that be? I’ve been here before and this has never happened. What tricks do you think you’re pulling on me?” 
 
    Myrthyd sent tiny electric jolts into Chepon and the night-wraith shuddered. 
 
    “I deceive you not. Your world is crumbling.” 
 
    “What nonsense is that? Because of you, I can soon rid Tregaron of the source of our troubles. Our lands will once again grow fertile. Our people will no longer starve. I can fix our world. I can make it right. With the power of the Blood Stone, I can do more than anyone before me.” 
 
    They swooped down from the sky and skimmed across the fetid fields, the smell of rot powerful. Black fungus covered the wheat. Near the edge of the field, a family huddled together, their clothes draped on their bodies and their eyes sunken in. A Jade dragon approached them, extending its arms and embracing them. 
 
    “Wraith! That dragon is trying to hurt my people! Get me there now!” 
 
    “It’s not harming them. Look closer.” 
 
    Myrthyd peered at the family as Chepon circled above. The family was, in fact, not harmed. They were joyous and excited at the sight of the Jade. The mother pulled her two children in tight as the Jade enfolded them. 
 
    “What’s it doing? What’s happening?” 
 
    “That is the father of the children. What you see is perfectly natural.” 
 
    Myrthyd’s anger exploded. “That’s an abomination!” Forks of lightning extended from his hands into Chepon, illuminating the dark, tattered wings of the night-wraith with bolts of electric pain. Chepon roared and howled, nearly dropping Myrthyd. 
 
    “This is what I protect my people from! Never should we have this despicable union between our kind!” 
 
    The Jade sat on the ground and the children ran around him, playing and carrying on. The mother leaned in close to the Jade and let herself be caught up in his arms. 
 
    “Turn them.” 
 
    Chepon’s smoky eyes turned back toward Myrthyd. 
 
    “I said turn them,” he growled. Disgust dripped from his words. The scene below was heartbreaking. How could that woman allow a dragon to bed her? What was wrong with her? Didn’t she know how dragon blood polluted their own? This had to stop. It had to be cut out of their people. 
 
    “I cannot turn a dream.” 
 
    “You can turn them. You know where they are, don’t you? Turn them. Make them a spectacle. I want their mother to see what evil she’s brought into this world.” 
 
    “But I cannot—” 
 
    Myrthyd leaned closer and whispered into Chepon’s dark ear. “Turn them or I will destroy you. I’ll find another to do my bidding and you will exist no more.” 
 
    The sky disappeared. The farms vanished. The family with the Jade dragon winked out to nothing. Myrthyd was jolted back to his chair in his quarters, the dream over. 
 
    For a few moments he sat stewing over the disgusting tableau he was forced to witness. Those were precisely the reasons he engaged the night-wraith. Ridding the world of those…monsters to alleviate the burden on his people. It was clear to him the Order had been too lax in its ways. It had grown fat and lazy, allowing too many halflings to live among them. They turned their back on the old ways and grew too complacent. His task, one he’d known he had to fulfill since a novice with that wicked Magus Breen, was to bring them back to their former glory. To restore the balance in the land. To eliminate the scourge of his people--the Drakku, the dragon-kind—once and for all. 
 
    The time had come. His patience had worn thin. The wraith had delivered an army of gray-souls that awaited direction. 
 
    Rumors had reached him of the southern queen, that horrid Pethunia, that she was raising an invasion force to cross the Dragonback Mountains. If he did not strike first, they were sure to gain his southern cities. Woodpine and Fearglen would fall. He’d not allow that. With his extraordinary force hidden and waiting for him, he now had the means to march south. The call had to go out. His plan was ready to move forward. For the moment, he’d have to forgo finding Alushia; his revenge could wait. His people could not. They needed food and protection. He’d offer both. 
 
    “Guard!” 
 
    One of the guards stationed outside opened the large wooden door.  
 
    “Yes, my Kull?” 
 
    “Fetch me that novice Brindy. I have a task for him.” 
 
    The guard bowed and closed the door, his heavy footsteps echoing in the stone halls. 
 
    Moments later, a soft knock on his door was followed by Brindy’s voice. “Sir? Kull Naga, it’s Brindy. You need me, sir?” 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    The boy opened the door and slid inside before closing it behind him. He averted eye contact with Myrthyd, preferring to stare at the stone floor. 
 
    “Brindy, I have a message that must reach all the towers immediately. It’s vital we deliver it. Under my orders, you are to secure four riders to personally deliver my words to the Tower Keepers. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “Good. Fetch me my papers and quill. It’s time to set things in motion.” 
 
    Brindy scurried to the other room where he gathered parchment, ink, and quill and placed them on the table before Myrthyd.  
 
    “We are about to start something spectacular. You should remember this moment for the rest of your life, boy. You are witness to greatness.” 
 
    Brindy nodded, watching as Myrthyd unrolled the blank parchment and begin scribbling words.  
 
    When Myrthyd finished five scrolls, he rolled four of them, sealing them in black wax and imprinting his insignia on them. 
 
    “Find the swiftest riders we have and get these to the Towers. I’ll deliver this last one in person.” 
 
    Brindy bowed, scooped up the scrolls, and dashed out the door. 
 
    Myrthyd stewed on the moment, realizing he was setting in motion a plan so ambitious, so life-changing that Tregaron would never be the same. It already was far different than what it once was, but under his guidance, it would be greater than before. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three days later, Myrthyd called a special session of the Black Tower. All day the Tower buzzed with activity and rumors. By the time he was done with them, rumors would be fact and action close at hand. The other Towers would have their orders as well, and they’d fall in line or suffer for their disobedience.  
 
    As evening drew closer and the time for the assembly to start, Myrthyd adjusted the Blood Stone inside his robe. Brindy waited for him at the door, ready to escort him to the Great Hall, where no doubt the assembled novices and Magus were expecting something far different than what they were about to hear. 
 
    “It’s time, Brindy.” Myrthyd extended a hand toward the door and the novice went into action. 
 
    The halls were empty as Myrthyd casually marched to the Great Hall, only a few guards stationed near intersecting corridors. Every last Magus crammed into the Great Hall, waiting for the words of the Kull Naga. 
 
    Brindy stopped outside the massive wooden doors, Tukra and four guards stationed in front. 
 
    Myrthyd grinned. They were all inside, ready for his decree. 
 
    “Tukra, open the doors please.” 
 
    Tukra nodded and the guards joined him to open the large doors, the ancient wood and iron rings creaking as they opened. 
 
    Inside, rows and rows of black robed Magus greeted Myrthyd. The seats rose higher on both sides, a wide path in the center of the room leading to the dais at the far end where an ornately-decorated chair of black walnut, polished and shining bright, sat waiting for him.  
 
    Brindy entered first, followed by Myrthyd. He strolled into the Hall to thunderous applause. The Magus stood and cheered wildly for their Kull Naga, all without him using a touch of compulsion on any of them. They’d grown so accustomed to serving that they acted on instinct rather than obedience to his powers.  
 
    Myrthyd waved slowly to both sides of the Hall, the roar of the Order deafening. 
 
    He slowly wove his way across the Hall toward the dais where he approached his imposing chair and turned to face the crowd. With both hands raised high, he silenced their greeting. Following protocol, the guards closed the doors, the sound echoing throughout the Hall. Then, Myrthyd lowered his hands and the assembly sat. After they all took their seats, Myrthyd did the same. 
 
    Brindy shouted to the Magus in the Hall. “By the order of the Kull Naga Myrthyd, we are hereby assembled for a proclamation of intent.” 
 
    A few murmurs spread across the Magus. Myrthyd’s grin slipped for a moment before he realized what he’d done and he quickly changed his expression. When the crowd grew quiet, Myrthyd stood from his seat and unrolled his parchment. He scanned the room, gauging if he needed to cast compulsion on them, but decided to wait until he was done to see if he needed to convince any in the crowd of his cause. They should come to his conclusion on their own. 
 
    When he was ready, he turned to the parchment and read. 
 
    “Dear honored Order of Eschar from the Black Tower: It is my duty this day to inform you all of a great calamity we face and my intent to thwart the evils the Drakku have brought upon our land. You know the ongoing food crisis we face and the seemingly never-ending crop failures we’ve experienced. It is my utmost belief that the Drakku are at the root of this evil.” 
 
    Several in the crowd applauded his words. When they silenced, he continued. 
 
    “For centuries we’ve stood as the only defense against the tainted blood of the halflings and the constant harassment of the dragons. I have come to the conclusion that now is the time to act.” 
 
    Applause grew louder in the Hall. 
 
    “I have discovered the means to wipe out the Drakku, rid Tregaron of all halflings, and secure fertile lands so we may feed our hungry people until we rid the curse that has plagued us for years.” 
 
    The crowd roared their approval. 
 
    “Right now, our brethren in the other Towers are being faced with this same message so we may unite in our cause. Led by the Black Tower, the Order will march south across the Dragonback Mountains and engage with the forces assembled by that heretical queen Pethunia.” 
 
    The applause died down as many looked on with concern. 
 
    “Fear not! We are aided in our quest by an army that has not been seen in Tregaron for close to a thousand years. An army so loyal, they would die without questioning why. I have created an army of gray-souls; of halflings subjugated to my complete control at my disposal. I have cleansed Tregaron of many wicked souls, only to turn them into a useful tool for our purposes.” 
 
    The Hall fell to complete silence as the shock of Myrthyd’s proclamation sunk in. He let go of the parchment, having already forgone the words within and speaking freely. 
 
    “The Drakku have cursed our land. Their disgusting halflings have crawled among us too long. I have solved this problem for all time. Our enemies to the south have assembled to invade our lands and stop our ways. We will not tolerate this! We must stand for what we believe in! We must ensure Tregaron lives on!” 
 
    Myrthyd raised his arms, spittle flying from his mouth as he shouted. The Order responded with applause and cheers. 
 
    “We have an army, loyal and obedient! We have our powers to guide us and lead us! We cannot be stopped! We must protect what is ours! United with our brethren, we will be stronger and more powerful than anything the south has ever seen! We will be led into a new world! The heresy of the south will end, and our people will live on! The Drakku will be expelled and exterminated, their evil blood no longer able to poison our people! The time is now! For Tregaron!” 
 
    The Order applauded wildly, the sound deafening. Brindy covered his ears. Myrthyd’s grin spread across his face. They have  obeyed. They have accepted. The time has come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-Six 
 
    When Ryn had flown far enough away from the gray-souls and their Tower Guard captors, he dropped from the sky and thudded to the ground. Alushia groaned from the shock to her body, but more than anything else, she groaned at the loss of Brida. The snowcat had been her lifelong companion, fearlessly standing by her side in every situation. Because of Alushia’s rash actions against the overpowering amount of gray-souls, Brida now lay dead. 
 
    As soon as they’d landed, Ryn transformed into a human, his wounds bloody. Alushia didn’t stare at them for long as a wave of angry sickness welled within her and she vomited from the stress. All she could think about was Brida.  
 
    “Come on, Alushia, she knew what she was in for. Brida was a loyal companion to the end. Never forget that.” 
 
    Ryn stumbled toward her, the wounds forcing him to pause every few steps. 
 
    “She didn’t need to die! I caused that! I didn’t listen to you, and now she’s dead!” Spit flew from her lips. She was on her knees, wiping her mouth when Ryn placed an arm around her. 
 
    “I’m sorry. She was a great animal and friend. We cannot let this be the end. Myrthyd’s army is real and terrifying. Brida knew that; she had to. Like you, she wanted to do something about it. Her courage will not be forgotten.” 
 
    Alushia wailed into her hands, the loss of her companion much too difficult. She had never realized how important Brida was to her and how much she leaned on her. Their bond was something special. And now, because of her, it was gone. 
 
    The sun was dropping from the sky. “I need to get a camp set up for us,” Ryn said as he left her. She barely registered his words as her thoughts remained on the snowcat. The terrible vision of Brida surrounded by gray-souls wouldn’t leave her. The fiery bodies closing in on Brida while the snowcat sent impressions of shared moments across the bond broke her heart. Her final thoughts had been of their time together. Somehow, that made it worse for Alushia and she fell to the ground sobbing, curling into a ball. 
 
    Sometime later, she was aware of Ryn returning. He dropped an armload of sticks and wood nearby and ignited it with some effort.  
 
    “Come near the fire and get warm. It will help.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and let Brida’s impressions flood her, filling her with the snowcat’s final memories.  
 
    “Alushia, it’s over. There’s nothing we can do but move forward. I know it’s not easy—” 
 
    “No, it’s not!” 
 
    She pushed herself off the ground where she sat across the fire from Ryn. 
 
    “She died because of me! Her death is on my hands!” 
 
    “Don’t think like that. She knew what she was doing. The risks were always there and she knew that. It’s not like you purposefully put her in a dire position.” 
 
    “If it weren’t for me, she’d still be alive!” 
 
    “If it weren’t for you, she’d never have experienced the life she did. Celebrate what she was. Don’t mourn what you lost.” 
 
    Alushia closed her eyes, trying desperately to find the words to rebuke Ryn, but they never came. 
 
    “Come on, get closer to the fire. It’s gonna get cold soon.” 
 
    Against her desire to be near anyone, she moved closer. The warmth of the fire comforted her. It made her think of how Brida liked to snuggle next to her and she began crying again. Ryn stumbled closer, the wound on his leg hindering his movement, and he settled down next to her, placing an arm around her. 
 
    “It’s ok. She was a great companion. Her loss will be felt for a long time. I’m here for you.” 
 
    Alushia clung to him, finding security and safety in his arms. She sobbed long into the night, and to his credit, Ryn said nothing, letting her work it out as best she could. 
 
    When morning rose, Alushia was awakened by the sound of wood popping in the fire. Unaware that she’d fallen asleep, she was startled to realize Ryn was nowhere to be found. Jumping to her feet, she searched the trees nearby. 
 
    “Ryn! Ryn, where are you?” Her voice echoed in the still morning air. She shivered, hugging herself and rubbing her arms. Something scampered across the forest, and Alushia jumped. Was it the gray-souls? Had they been followed? She peered in the trees, hoping for Ryn but expecting a gray-soul. Maybe it’s Brida. She dismissed the thought as grief settled in. Her companion was gone. She knew it. She felt for the bond and got no response. 
 
    “Ryn? Ryn, is that you? Don’t scare me like this!” The sound stopped. “Ryn?” 
 
    Suddenly the sound of someone running burst from the forest and Alushia clutched her chest. She turned, and expecting Ryn, she was speechless when a gray-soul came rushing toward her.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    The gray-soul was a man close to her father’s age. His gray skin blended with his gray, tattered clothes. Hanging skin from his cheek left an opening for her to see the blackened teeth inside. The man pushed into her, gnashing his teeth, trying to rip her flesh. 
 
    “Get off me!” She struggled to hold back his mouth. His lifeless gray eyes didn’t register what it was doing as they were focused on a rock near her head. 
 
    The man still had some strength and it was difficult for Alushia to resist him. He pushed harder, his head whipping back and forth as he snapped at her. It moaned and growled, a rancid stench leaking from its mouth. 
 
    “Ryn! Ryn, help!” Her voice agitated the gray-soul and when she screamed, it fought harder to bite her. 
 
    Alushia clutched its thin, decaying arms and pushed hard. A bone cracked, and then another. If this thing had any feeling, it didn’t register that she had just broken its arms. It continued to snap at her like a hungry dog after fresh meat. 
 
    Like Brida. The image in her mind of the snowcat was so crisp and vibrant, it nearly tore her attention away from the danger within her grasp. 
 
    The man snarled and she could see the sky through his mouth. Alushia pushed hard, hoping her strength was enough to remove the gray-soul. It twisted and she felt it go slack. She pushed harder and it slipped off her. Sliding away, she barely escaped it lunging at her. She shoved it away with her feet and searched around for anything to help her. Her bag with the knife inside was near the fire. She dashed toward it, hoping to elude the gray-soul. Glancing back, she noticed it hadn’t gotten back to its feet, which gave her enough time to grab her knife.  
 
    Alushia approached the man, careful of any sudden movements. Realizing it lacked the ability and muscle strength to rise up, she was confident it no longer posed a threat. Stepping closer, she held the knife at her side, ready to pierce its skull when Ryn appeared at the edge of the forest.  
 
    “Alushia, are you all right?” His arms were weighed down by logs and sticks he’d collected and his mouth was wide open when he saw what Alushia was poised to do. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I’ve got—Ryn!” She pointed at him with the knife and he looked down at his chest, then behind him as jaws snapped. 
 
    Alushia ran to him, knocking him to the ground and falling on top of the gray-soul woman that had nearly ended Ryn’s life. It moaned and tried to bite her. She wrestled with its flailing arms, wincing as it scratched her across the forearms. Freeing her hand holding the knife, Alushia jabbed it into the base of the woman’s skull and all activity stopped, her head turning to the side. 
 
    Wiping her forehead, Alushia stood and extended a hand to Ryn to help him up. He was much larger than she and nearly pulled her down with him. The blood-crusted wound in his leg looked worse than she expected. With great effort, she helped him up. 
 
    “Where’d you go? Why didn’t you say something when you left?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alushia. I didn’t want to wake you. I know it was tough on you.” 
 
    The gray-soul she was fighting moments earlier on the ground moaned as it clawed in a feeble attempt to reach them. 
 
    “Well, you should have. These things are everywhere! Without Brida at my side, how am I supposed to know when danger is near, especially if you leave me like that!” 
 
    She glared at the gray-soul, not wanting to see the pain in Ryn’s eyes. She didn’t want his pity. Not now. She was too angry with the gray-souls to concern herself with that. They stole from her the one companion she truly cared for. They robbed her of the sweet innocence that was Brida. Her face flushed.  
 
    “Alushia?” 
 
    She stomped toward the gray-soul. It reached up to grab her. Alushia dropped to her knees in front of it, focusing all her anger and hate into the creature. “I will kill all of you for what you’ve done!”  
 
    She placed a hand on its head and sunk the blade of her knife into its skull, enjoying the moment its eyes lost their light and it fell to the ground, dead at last. 
 
    Several quiet, tense moments passed as she stared at the gray body in front of her. No longer a threat, it didn’t seem that something so weak and mindless could be so dangerous, but she knew what these monsters were capable of. Her lost companion was proof of that. 
 
    “Thank you, Alushia,” Ryn said as he placed a hand on her shoulder. She dared not turn and face him. She knew a new wave of sobbing would surely crush her. 
 
    “I did what I had to do, and I will keep on until all these things are dead. Myrthyd cannot be allowed to bring this reign of terror over Tregaron. We must stop him, no matter what.” 
 
    “Come, turn away from that thing. Let me get you out of here and feed you.” 
 
    Her stomach ached at the thought of something to eat, but she couldn’t bring herself to consider it. Not with thoughts of Brida still rattling in her mind. She wanted to find every last gray-soul creature and destroy them, ending with Myrthyd and his wretched plans and wicked stone. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” she replied weakly. It was a lie, but she’d not take in such luxury when the gray-souls were still around. 
 
    “I can’t change back into my dragon form until I heal. It will be a while before we can reunite with your mother. You must take care of yourself. Don’t be so hard on yourself. Brida’s death is not on you.” 
 
    “Then who is to blame? You? My father? Myrthyd? None of of you forced Brida to act. She blindly followed me because she trusted me. Now…” her voice grew quieter. “Now she’d dead.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-Seven 
 
    Jor’s gaze at the Onyx dragon was interrupted by shouting Dragon Guards. 
 
    “Hey! You there! Don’t move!” one of them called. Jor noticed two red armored guards rushing her way. The Onyx swooped down and then shot skyward, roaring as it went by. Jor reached behind her for her sword but she still hadn’t collected it from her room. 
 
    By the time the guards approached her, Belthos and the others had come running out of the inn and surrounded her.  
 
    “What’s the meaning of this?” Tozgan asked. He pulled off his cap and was twisting it in his hands. 
 
    The guard on the left grinned. She was a hulking woman with scars along her arms. Her blackened teeth showed through her tight lips. “When Grymryg gains our attention, it usually means we’ve got a stranger around that don’t care none for the Drakku.”  
 
    The other guard, a female nearly as tall and bulky as the first nodded. “So what ye say about yerselves? Grymryg ain’t normally wrong.” 
 
    “Grymryg?” Ori asked. 
 
    “The dragon.” Belthos pointed to the sky at the Onyx dragon circling them. “That’s who they mean.” 
 
    “And why would Grymryg be concerned with the lot of you?” the first guard asked. She rested her hand on the pommel of her sword. 
 
    If it weren’t for her siding with the Drakku, Jor imagined this guard would have been a tremendous dragonslayer. 
 
    “We have no quarrel with the Drakku,” Belthos replied. Jor glared at him. 
 
    “Why would you be called out amongst all those in the city? Why does Grymrg’s attention seem to be drawn to you?” the second guard asked. 
 
    “Perhaps he’s bored,” Jor replied. She was growing weary of the questions as the Onyx circled above them, drawing more attention their way. Leaving quietly seemed to be out of the question. “But if I had my sword, none of us would have to worry about that dragon again.” 
 
    “Are you threatening the Drakku?” The first guard stepped closer, her rank breath wafting toward Jor. 
 
    “I only mean to say I can handle myself if left alone with that thing.” 
 
    “Threats against the Drakku are not a light matter. The punishment for that is…severe,” the second guard said, a grin spreading across her face. 
 
    Jor sensed the danger dripping from the woman. She’d be a fine slayer, too, she thought.  
 
    Grymryg flew low, opening his enormous mouth and roaring as he soared above the city streets, the people running out of his way. 
 
    “Why do you let him bring fear amongst your people? Why do you allow this?” Jor asked. The second guard squinted and caught Jor by surprise when she backhanded her. The blow was fierce and knocked her to the dirt street. Her cheek burned. She heard commotion and saw boots scuffling near her. The guards shouted at her companions and they returned the verbal barbs. The Onyx roared deep and loud above her, the sound dangerous and ominous. When she pushed herself off the ground, two other guards had joined them and her companions were each held by a different guard, their hands secured behind their backs with iron rings. 
 
    “To the dungeon with you!” the first guard said. “We won’t tolerate threats to the Drakku; Grymryg has made that abundantly clear. And when he removes Etain, he’ll remember us.” 
 
    “Let my friends go! They’re innocent! If you want anyone, it’s me! I’m the one who caused all this! I killed him!” Jor screamed.  
 
    “Jor, no! It’s not true! You did nothing wrong!” Belthos cried out.  
 
    The second guard smacked Jor in the back, striking her ribs and forcing her to double over.  
 
    “Whatever you’ve done before, I’m sure you deserve the dungeon.” She clasped Jor’s hands into the iron rings and tightened them. She yanked her up to her feet as the iron rings dug into her flesh.  
 
    “We did nothing wrong! What’s the meaning of this?” Tozgan yelled. People nearby covered their mouths with their hands and pointed at them, whispering things they couldn’t hear. The Onyx slashed across the sky, roaring and belching plumes of acid. It streaked toward the sanctuary, settling once again on top of a spire. 
 
    “You four will rot for your crimes,” the first guard said. She spoke to her companions. “Drek and Pollak, take those two to the dungeon in the sanctuary. Bri,” she called to the second guard, “take her, too. This one, I’m taking to Grymryg. There’s something about him—” 
 
    Belthos struggled against her grasp. “Let me go! We’re innocent! What crimes have we committed?” 
 
    “Shelt,”  Bri said. “Look!” 
 
    The group turned to Belthos and Jor noticed the stone around his neck poking through his shirt and glowing faintly. “No!”  
 
    Belthos was channeling his magic through the stone around his neck. The guard, Shelt, let go as though her hands were on fire. “My hands! He burned me!” 
 
    She flung Belthos to the ground and Jor watched as the iron rings seared bright red and fell off her hands.  
 
    “I said to let us go! We’ve done no wrong here!” 
 
    “It’s a Magus!” Bri cried.  
 
    “A Magus is on the loose!” Shelt added. 
 
    Bri tossed Jor aside and lunged at Belthos. She was a flurry of activity, her red clad arms and legs moving fast. After a slew of curse words, Bri extended a hand into the air, the stone from Belthos’ neck dangling from a leather cord. 
 
    “He can’t cause any more harm now,” she growled. 
 
    Shelt approached the boy and kicked him in the ribs. “How dare you bring that evil here! The mayor and Grymryg will not tolerate this! You will be executed, I promise.” She kicked him again as the rest of Jor’s companions fought against their bindings. 
 
    “Take them all to the dungeon. They’ll rot for what they’ve done,” Shelt commanded. Bri handed her the gem, the woman recoiling from it like it was a viper. She carefully took the stone and placed it in a pocket. Bri yanked on Jor’s iron rings, pulling her to her feet. Shelt jerked Belthos from the ground by his hair. “Stand up, boy!” 
 
    “I meant no harm! You were coming after my friends for no reason. We’re on our way out. There’s no need for this,” Belthos pled. Shelt dismissed him, kicking him harder. 
 
    “I cannot believe we let one of you into our city! Death awaits, I assure you. Did you think you were going to come into our city and spread your evil? We’ve crushed the Order of Echar centuries ago. Your kind does not belong here!” She continued to abuse the boy, striking him harder. 
 
    “Leave him alone! He’s just a boy!” Jor screamed. She fought against the bindings to no use. Bri held her tight and wouldn’t allow her to get near Shelt. Jor thrashed but Bri was too strong. She did manage to catch a glance of Tozgan and Ori being pulled along with them, so at least they’d still be together, whatever the outcome might be. 
 
    The guards led them to the sanctuary where the large Onyx peered at them from above, roaring his pleasure at their incarceration. People stood their distance and pointed at the strangers being hauled to the dungeon. Moments before the heavy iron door on the side of the sanctuary opened, Jor spotted Ulkand with Helni at his side.  
 
    “Help us! Get us out of here!” 
 
    Helni pointed and said something to Ulkand, but they didn’t move.  
 
    The guards shoved them through the door where two guards inside roughly tossed them into cells, locking the doors behind them. 
 
    “That’ll do ‘til the mayor decides your fate, filthy Tregarons,” Shelt said. The guards left and the four companions were alone in the dark, dingy cell. Rats squeaked and ran over their feet.  
 
    “What were you thinking, Belthos?” Tozgan chided. “How are we going to get out of here? These people are not the most understanding of our truths. Why did you think to expose us like that?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it! I swear. My anger took hold and I acted on instinct. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.” 
 
    “Leave the boy alone, Tozgan. Mistakes happen. We’d have better use of our time if we consider ways to get out of here. Then we can scold him,” Jor replied. 
 
    “Can anyone break free of these iron rings?” Tozgan asked. His anger hadn’t subsided. Jor could tell by the sneer he flashed at Belthos, but at least he gave up the verbal assault. 
 
    All four of them twisted their hands and arms to try to free themselves. One by one they gave up, realizing it was pointless.  
 
    “Well, now what?” Ori asked. He sat against the bars of the cell in the light beam of a torch outside their room. His attention was directed at the floor, his feet moving swiftly away from the rats attempting to crawl over him. 
 
    There was one window in the room. It was high up the wall and had thick, heavy bars blocking the way out. “Not that way,” Jor said, turning from the window. 
 
    Moments passed and Tozgan screamed at Belthos. “You ignorant fool! No wonder Driano had such problems with you! Magus are levelheaded and can think. What you did was…stupid! I swear, boy, if we ever get out of here—” 
 
    “Shut up! Tozgan, he made a mistake! Quit making it worse for him. You aren’t helping any of us by yelling at him! Drop it now!” 
 
    “Or what, Jor? What are you going to do? Kill me like you killed Lailoken? Are you gonna betray me to?” 
 
    “She had no choice! Myrthyd used a terrible spell on her!” Belthos countered. 
 
    “A spell? We all have choices. To cast spells or not to cast spells. She was aware of what she was doing.” 
 
    “This doesn’t help,” Ori said softly.  
 
    The rest stared at each other and took their cues from him, though the mood of the group soured considerably. 
 
    Hours passed without another soul checking on them. After the outburst earlier, none of them dared to speak a word. Occasionally their silence was broken by the sound of rats and the roar overhead from the dragon Grymryg. 
 
    Jor shook her head at the situation. They’d come so far from home, hoping to find Lailoken amongst the Drakku and instead found themselves in the dungeon of a strange city because of a glowing stone. It was almost laughable, if it weren’t so true. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-Eight 
 
    “Thibaut? How did you…Reinfrid, too? And you’re that Magus…” 
 
    “Frendule. Yes, yes. He I am.” The old Magus huffed and approached the Jade, muttering about blood and stones. Reinfrid joined him. 
 
    Lailoken stared at his saviors, though conflicted about the outcome. 
 
    “I was near an understanding with that Jade. You didn’t have to kill it.” 
 
    Thibaut scrunched his face. “What is this? Lailoken the slayer gone soft? I can’t believe my ears!” He hobbled to a nearby fallen tree and sat with a great effort. He leaned his sword against his leg. 
 
    “It’s taken months to get here. This Frendule was handy, but Reinfrid has a nose like no other. He’s got tracking skills to rival the best I’ve ever seen. He might even be the best for all I know.” 
 
    Lailoken dusted himself off and stood, running a hand through his hair. 
 
    “I’m not the same Thibaut. Things are different. The world as we know it is about to change.” 
 
    “You’ve been alone too long! We stand at the doorstep of the Dragon Lands, the very birthplace of our enemy and you talk about change? Of course, there’s change! We have the opportunity to end the Drakku once and for all. We saw them fighting each other. It’s only a matter of time before they fall into turmoil. We’ll be ready for them when they do.” He ran a hand along the pommel of his sword, admiring the intricate details. 
 
    “Thibaut…it’s not like it was. I’m not like I was. I’ve seen things. I’ve had the opportunity to witness the Drakku. They aren’t the menace we’ve been led to believe. They’re like us, with families and desires and losses.” 
 
    Thibaut shot up and nearly fell over. “What kind of nonsense is this? The Drakku have been at the front of every disaster that’s fallen upon Tregaron. The hunger our people have faced for years is their fault!” 
 
    Lailoken shook his head. Of course the man wouldn’t see things like he did. Living amongst the Order in Tregaron, his mind was taken over with hate for the Drakku. 
 
    “Reinfrid, you’re from the South, right?”  
 
    The man was startled away from inspecting the Jade with Frendule. He faced Lailoken. 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “And you’ve been around the Drakku? Halflings and dragons?” 
 
    “Most of my life, yes.” 
 
    “Are they much different than humans? Are they evil like the Order claim?” 
 
    At Lailoken’s question, Frendule turned from the Jade. 
 
    “Evil? The Order is mistaken and lost. Led astray, they are. Meanos will have his way with them.” The old man’s words were stunted and choppy. 
 
    Reinfrid answered. “Evil? No, I don’t think so. Like many animals and most people, they have a tendency to protect their own with no regard to the consequences. Sometimes this has led to disagreements. Evil, you ask? My opinion is no.” 
 
    “You see? They aren’t the horrid beasts the Order wants us to believe. I’ve seen the difference Thibaut. My mind is changed.” 
 
    “Then why are we here? Why were they holding you? Why did they surround you like they did?” 
 
    “It was…a mistake. They’re having difficulties accepting me—” 
 
    “Accepting you? What kind of heresy is this? We travel all across the terrible land to find you because Reinfrid believes you were in danger, and you talk about the Drakku accepting you?” Thibaut threw his hands up in disgust.  
 
    “Thibaut, you have to believe me that I never intended to turn my back on our beliefs. I’ve seen the Drakku and spent time with them. They aren’t what we thought they were. Neither is the Order.” 
 
    “The Order, you say,” Frendule interrupted. “The Order holds secrets, they do. Dark secrets.” 
 
    “He’s been like this most of the way. He knew about your mission and he agreed to help us, though, I wonder how wise we were to take him along,” Reinfrid said. 
 
    Frendule huffed. “I no longer serve the Order, but my powers exist still. With this, I can help when I can.” He reached into his robe and pulled out an emerald tied with a leather cord around his neck. 
 
    “Enough already!” Thibaut shouted. “I don’t understand what the situation is at the moment. How can you honestly believe the Drakku are not deserving of extinction? They stole your wife and desecrated our lands. They—” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to say,” Lailoken grumbled. “They’ve not taken anyone. My wife is Drakku. She’s the Dragon Lord. She’s led them for centuries.” 
 
    Thibaut grew silent. Reinfrid’s eyes widened. Frendule covered his mouth with his hand, pointing at Lailoken. 
 
    “Etain?” the old man finally said. “Etain. The great Drakku. The one who created the pact. The Blood Stone.” 
 
    Lailoken’s expression soured. “What?” 
 
    “She’s the one. The Order have tales of such a dragon. A Garnet, right?” 
 
    Lailoken nodded. 
 
    “I never thought I’d see her. The great Etain.” Frendule’s thoughts seemed to drift off as he shuffled from the group, repeating Etain’s name over and over. He gesticulated wildly with his hands but stayed his distance. 
 
    “Do you mind telling me what you mean by this?” Thibaut asked. “I’m beginning to regret my decision to follow after you.” 
 
    “Thibaut, let the man speak. He’s been through things that we don’t know about. He knows things we can only speculate on. Let him tell his side. It’s the least we can do. Remember the reason why we went on this journey to begin with. We both realized Myrthyd was doing something wrong and Lailoken’s life was at stake.” 
 
    The slayer grumbled but took his seat. “Fine, go ahead. It’s not like we have anything else to do. Our quest ends here.” 
 
    “Etain is a Garnet dragon and may very well be the one Frendule speaks of. She’s had her hands full with an Onyx dragon named Grymryg. He’s leading an insurrection against her. That’s who had me cornered up at the cavern. He and Etain fought, and she flew off injured. I don’t know where she went. I intended on fleeing as there were too many to fight, but they overwhelmed me. I managed to escape, in large part to your efforts, I assume?” 
 
    Thibaut and Reinfrid both nodded. 
 
    “I owe you all my gratitude and a life debt. Without your aid, I was done for.” 
 
    Reinfrid looked puzzled. “Why were they fighting? Why’d Etain and this…Grymryg, come to blows?” 
 
    Lailoken exhaled. “Because of me. Etain ordered the Drakku not to harm me in any way, but the consequences of my profession brought discord amongst the Drakku. They didn’t take kindly to being killed by my hands and not having recourse.” 
 
    “I can see why that would be a problem.” 
 
    “You have a halfling daughter!” Thibaut shouted, pointing at Lailoken. “If this Etain is a dragon and the mother of your daughter, that makes Alushia a halfling!” 
 
    Reinfrid shook his head, a look of disgust on his face at either Alushia’s person or Thibaut’s accusation; Lailoken wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Yes, Thibaut. That’s exactly what it means. She has dragon’s blood running through her…something I still have not quite come to terms with.” 
 
    “But that means if the Order finds out—” 
 
    “Death. Execution. Humiliation. I’ve been part of far too many of those to know what that means. I regret every last one. I see now what fools we were. The Order has deceived us all these years.” 
 
    “Deception, yes. Left them, I did. The Order is dark. They wield their power like judgment over Tregaron,” Frendule said. He rejoined the group and his wild eyes darted from person to person. 
 
    “Dragon’s blood runs throughout all Tregaron. The Drakku are part of our world. The Order would have us believe they are the cause of the crop failures and more. I’m not convinced anymore.” 
 
    Thibaut raised a hand to his head, rubbing his temple. “This is…too much. My life has been spent hunting dragons, and now you tell me they are to be trusted and our Order is not?” 
 
    Lailoken approached him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “That’s exactly what I’m saying, old friend.” 
 
    They didn’t say much for several tense moments, the men digesting the conversation. Finally, Reinfrid broke the silence. 
 
    “What’s the plan, then? I assume you weren’t out here to wage war on the Drakku on your own?” 
 
    Lailoken took a seat next to the Jade dragon’s body, a sight he used to relish, but now felt pity for the thing. If only it had listened to him when he tried to reason with it. 
 
    “I intend on leading Etain’s forces. There’s a great calamity coming. Myrthyd has done something terrible.” 
 
    “The Blood Stone,” Frendule hissed.  
 
    Something moved in the forest behind them. All four men leapt to their feet. 
 
    “What is that?” Thibaut asked. 
 
    In answer to his question, two griffons jumped from the trees. The animals stalked back and forth, growling and snarling. 
 
    Frendule’s stone glowed. “Halflings of the south. I’ve never seen such things.” 
 
    One of the griffons roared, rearing up on its back feet. 
 
    “Ready yourselves, men! We take a griffon hide this day!” Thibaut cried out. 
 
    “We can’t! They’re Drakku!” Reinfrid replied. 
 
    Both griffons roared, their long, sharp teeth dripping saliva. They were both golden in color with thin, membranous wings like a dragon and the head and body of a lion. They were muscular and dug their deadly claws into the leaves and dirt. 
 
    Lailoken lowered his weapon. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Thibaut asked. “These are deadly halflings!” 
 
    Lailoken waved him off.  
 
    “We mean you no harm. I am friend to Etain.” When he spoke the name, the griffons roared again, pacing back and forth. Then, he heard a voice in his head. 
 
    Who are you to speak to us like this? 
 
    Lailoken looked to his companions. They didn’t seem to hear the voice. 
 
    Speak before we tear you to shreds. 
 
    “I am Lailoken, the slayer from Tregaron. I am the companion to Etain, leader of the Drakku.” 
 
    The griffons roared again. 
 
    You are the slayer? The killer of Drakku? Grymryg wants you dead. 
 
    “I’m not the same anymore. I fight alongside the Drakku, not against them.” 
 
    “Who are you talking with?” Thibaut asked. 
 
    “He has the gift,” Reinfrid whispered. 
 
    “I have no quarrel with you.” 
 
    Then why does our brethren lie dead at your feet? 
 
    Lailoken looked down at the Jade. “It was a terrible tragedy. It was not meant to be.” 
 
    Lies! You come to kill the Drakku! Grymryg is right. You will be taken to him as a corpse, never to live beyond this day. 
 
    The griffons howled loudly, extending their wings, and flung themselves at the slayers. Frendule screamed and let loose a blast of light, and then the fight started. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Twenty-Nine 
 
    Myrthyd walked slowly through the Black Tower, admiring the tapestries hung throughout. He’d viewed them before, but now they were more meaningful. They were more poignant than before. If all went well, the scenes woven into the fabric along their halls would show him as the savior of Tregaron. His people were suffering and his plan was in motion.  
 
    Two guards at his chamber doors nodded as he approached. One of them opened the door and closed it behind him. Not long after, a soft knock on the door called to him. 
 
    “Kull Naga? Sir, it’s Brindy. I’ve come with Tukra.”  
 
    Myrthyd had been expecting the captain of the Tower Guard for some time now. They had much to discuss. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    The door creaked open and Brindy entered, followed by a hulk of a man.  
 
    “Tukra, it’s my pleasure to have you. Please, have a seat.” Myrthyd gestured to the table in the room. The chair creaked under his weight when he sat. He was dressed in black leather. His face was twisted and one eye barely poked out from the gnarled skin. His hair was black and thin, exposing a pale scalp underneath. He smelled of body odor and horse. 
 
    “Aye, how can I be of service to you, Kull? This little boy says you need me.” 
 
    Myrthyd sat opposite Tukra and crossed his arms, raising an eyebrow.  
 
    “Your services are indeed needed. You know of my plans, do you not?” 
 
    “Aye. Bringing Tregaron back from this mess it’s in. I applaud your determination.” 
 
    “You don’t think I can?” 
 
    Tukra grinned. “I’d not say that. You’ve shown your power more than once around here. I don’t doubt you mean to make a good run at it.” 
 
    “Still, you’re not convinced we can?” 
 
    “My duty is to the Order and safety of this Tower. I don’t know enough of outside wranglings to share an opinion.” 
 
    “Well…that is about to change.” 
 
    Tukra leaned back in his chair, the wood underneath threatening to snap. An awkward silence blossomed between them, Brindy obviously noticing it as he went to the other room and returned with two mugs of ale. He placed one before each man. Myrthyd nodded to the boy and sipped his ale. Tukra gulped his down in one drink and slammed the mug back on the table. 
 
    “About to change?” 
 
    “I need you to train an army.” 
 
    Tukra burst out laughing. “No offense, but I’m not capable of training an army!” 
 
    “Indeed, you alone are not. But you are able to train a handful of men, correct?” 
 
    Tukra nodded. “Aye, I can do that.” A massive grin crossed his grotesque face. 
 
    “And they can train a handful of others, who in turn can train—” 
 
    “I see yer logic. But still, how am I to train an army, and more importantly…why me?” 
 
    “You’ve kept the Black Tower in strict obedience to your will. I’ve noticed how the guards respond to you. I trust no one other than you to carry out this task for me.” 
 
    “An army?” Tukra whispered, stroking his stubbly chin. “You seriously want me to train an army?” 
 
    “Not only train it but lead it. The Black Tower will be in charge of the entire operation. Forces from the other Towers will be sent to bolster our own. You will be in charge of the greatest army Tregaron has ever witnessed.” 
 
    Brindy gasped and both men turned to him. “My apologies,” he said bowing.  
 
    “An army,” Tukra said again. He shook his head. “I’ll do what I can to lead what fighters may come. I’ve never backed down from a foe yet. Why start now?” 
 
    “Excellent! I’ve secured property to the south of the city. I can move the Tower resources there to better aid in the cause. You will have a blacksmith, a stable, and enough provisions to keep your forces in good health. The rest of Tregaron may deal with a loss of food, but your forces will not suffer. It’s a sacrifice the rest of us will make in order to achieve greatness.” 
 
    “I appreciate the trust. I will do my best to build our army.” 
 
    “I will send a call out for volunteers. The promise of food ought to gain you plenty of willing soldiers. How good they’ll be…well, that remains to be seen. Your skills in training will be tested for sure. I’ll get you the information about the land for the barracks and expect you’ll have it set up and running within a week. From there, you’ll have complete reign to grow and equip the army. I will support you in any way possible. A group from the Order will join your troops. Our forces will be mightier than anything we’ve ever seen. You stand to be remembered in history.” 
 
    Tukra stood. “I’ll do my best to not let you down, sir. Is that all?”  
 
    “Be ready for anything. The Drakku are devious. We will win. Victory is assured.” 
 
    “I will do my part.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tukra. You may go.” 
 
    Tukra bowed and left the room, wiping his forehead. When the door closed behind him, Myrthyd turned to Brindy. 
 
    “Boy, draft a note for the rest of the Towers. Send it to the Keepers. I must have them here for an important meeting in two days. Their presence is mandatory. Failure to do so will not be acceptable. Their position depends on it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Brindy left to draft the notes and Myrthyd closed his eyes, rubbing his temples. The enormous effort of preserving Tregaron and returning it to its former glory weighed heavy on him. Past Kull Nagas often focused on little beyond their own noses. Here was a chance for him to not only look after the Black Tower, but their whole land. Tregaron had been in such terrible shape for years before his ascension, and now that he was head of the Order, he could do something about their problems and exact vengeance on the Drakku for their interference in human matters.  
 
    Myrthyd clasped the Blood Stone in his hands and allowed himself to fall deeply into a trance, seeking entrance to the void where the night-wraith dwelled.  
 
    Blackness surrounded him. A cold, vast void of nothingness enveloped him.  
 
    “Wraith? Where are you? Your master awaits.” 
 
    The sound of a windstorm grew louder. He felt his hair move with the wind. Still, the darkness prevailed, cloaking everything around him. 
 
    “Wraith! Show yourself to your master. Hide no more!” 
 
    A great torrent of wind gusted and a faint light emerged before him. The light grew in size and intensity. The darkness fell away, and the light illuminated a pink mountain peak, the tip of Dragonfire Peak.  
 
    Myrthyd looked down at his black clad feet in the snow. Cold winds buffeted against him, making his cloak flap madly behind him. Then the night-wraith appeared out of nothing to stand before him, its black, tattered wings enfolding its body. Smoky eyes glared at him. 
 
    “Wraith, I do not expect to be kept waiting. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes…master.” 
 
    “I’ve not had a halfling execution in weeks. I expect you’ve done my bidding and brought them to our cause?” 
 
    “I have added to our numbers…master.” Its voice was dark and angry. 
 
    “You have done well. I do not expect delays. Are they prepared for what’s to come?” 
 
    “They are ready. They are yours to command.” 
 
    “Soon I will call upon them and unleash their fury on the Drakku. The southern lands will be overrun with them. The coming tide will be unstoppable.” Myrthyd wrung his hands. The power he felt at that moment atop Dragonfire Peak with the night-wraith at his service was intoxicating. He’d done what no other Kull had dared to: he began the elimination of the Drakku. Halflings were growing scarce in Tregaron, only because he’d commanded Chepon to devour their dreams and turn them into gray-souls. A slow trickle of the gray people assembled in a secret valley where they now awaited his direction. 
 
    “Wraith, have you located the daughter of Lailoken, that halfling Alushia?” 
 
    Chepon roared, smoke billowing out of her mouth. “I have not discovered her whereabouts. I seek but do not find. Her essence is hidden from me.” 
 
    Myrthyd glared at the wraith. “You will find her for me. She will be turned in front of a crowd as a warning to all the remaining halflings that have eluded our detection. When they see the daughter of Lailoken be taken from them because of her tainted blood, they will have no recourse. Our time comes. Soon, we shall be victorious.” 
 
    Chepon extended her wings, blue skies visible through the tattered membranes.  
 
    “You may go. I will call upon you soon. Find the girl.” 
 
    Chepon flew into the sky and vanished. The snowcapped mountain disappeared. Blackness surrounded him once again. Soon he felt as though he was flying and when he opened his eyes, he was seated at the table. There was a soft knocking on the door. 
 
    “Kull Naga? I have the drafts, sir.” 
 
    “Come in, Brindy.” 
 
    Though he was young, the boy’s ability to read and write were invaluable. He handed the notes over to Myrthyd who read them silently. When he was done, he nodded.  
 
    “These are perfect. Send them at once. Prepare for visitors. We have a war to win.” 
 
    Brindy scurried off to perform his duties. Myrthyd sat and meditated on his next moves. With the creation of the army underway and the growing number of gray-souls under his control, release from the Drakku curse was imminent.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty 
 
    None of the slayers slept well in the dungeon. Jor’s back ached and her nerves were on edge. One moment, she thought. Just one moment under Myrthyd’s control has caused all their grief. Without that singular moment, Lailoken would surely be alive and they’d not be facing execution in a small Drakku-allied city. 
 
    It was a sobering thought. How quickly their lives had changed. She’d been on many hunts and had gone all over Tregaron chasing after dragons with little change to show for it. Her entire life was uprooted and sent into disarray in a matter of moments. She’d taken longer to eat meals than she did that day on the plain outside the walls of Woodpine when she pierced Lailoken with her sword and gave the Blood Stone to Myrthyd. She knew her actions were wrong. She knew she was causing pain. She was powerless to stop it. That brief action created a series of events that led her and her slayers to this dank dungeon in a city she’d never heard of, facing execution. 
 
    “Are we gonna let them take us peacefully?”  
 
    Tozgan spoke. Though he’d given up on scolding the young Belthos, he was still in an angry mood. 
 
    “What’s our plan, then?” Ori replied. “I’d like to continue living after today.” 
 
    Jor nodded. “Aye; me, too. We can’t let these people do this to us. We’re not going to let them. I don’t know the plan yet, but we have to try something.” 
 
    She let her shoulders sag and stared at the dirty floor. She really didn’t have any idea how to get out of this. They needed to try something. Freedom and life were worth the risk. Continuing their quest to find their friend was all she had. Her stomach grumbled and she was suddenly aware of an empty pit within herself. 
 
    A loud banging on the bars broke Jor from her thoughts and startled the slayers. 
 
    “Get up, ya lot! It’s time you met yer end,” a large female guard called out to them. “It’s about time to die.” Two more guards joined her, all dressed in red armor and each one just as big as the first. None of the women were the guards from the previous night. 
 
    “I-I’m not ready to die,” Belthos stammered 
 
    “I don’t care what ya are, kid. Ain’t no Magus gonna run around our village. You came to the wrong place to practice your craft,” the guard said. Her short black hair was unkempt and she was bald in places, like she scratched it off her head. She had black circles around her eyes and as she opened the door to their cell, they could smell urine. 
 
    “Don’t you ever wash yourselves?” Tozgan asked. Since their arrest, he’d been angrier than Jor had ever seen him, especially toward Belthos.  
 
    The guard backhanded him, sending him sprawling to the floor. Belthos and Ori rushed to help him up. 
 
    “Stupid foreigners. Ain’t got a bit of sense about ya. It’s gonna be my pleasure to watch you die.” The guard nodded to her companions and they grabbed the slayers, forcing them to the door. Jor followed, not wanting to provoke any of them. 
 
    The slayers were led down a dark hall, passing other cells with prisoners chained to the walls or with similar iron cuffs around their wrists. Jor tried to guess why they were imprisoned, hoping none would face execution like them. Death was becoming an all-too common acquaintance lately. 
 
    The guards forced them outside, where four more guards stood next to the doors. The bright morning sunshine warmed their faces. Together with the dungeon guards, they forced the slayers through a crowded street toward gallows set up nearby. Bloodstained ropes swung in the breeze. The assembled witnesses were quiet as they watched them march closer to the gallows. A young man dressed in fine black trousers and a sleek black coat stood there with his hands clasped behind his back. His chiseled cheeks and deep-inset eyes gave him an air of royalty. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Jor asked. 
 
    Before one of the guards could reply, the man spoke. 
 
    “I, Grymryg, sentence these outsiders to death! They bring the heresy of the Order of Eschar with them, a toxic and terrible blight that must be destroyed.” 
 
    His voice was deep and edged with malice. Instantly, Jor felt anger and hate for the man. 
 
    “Grymryg?” Belthos asked quietly, earning a cuff from one of the guards. 
 
    “Shut yer mouth, scum. When Grymryg speaks, you listen.” 
 
    “But what about your mayor? I thought there was someone else in charge?” Tozgan asked. 
 
    “You mean him?” The guard pointed at pikes around the gallows where a head was mounted. The blood had drained from it and a thin layer of flesh stretched across the bone underneath. 
 
    “Grymryg decided he wasn’t fit for service. Ordered us to take care of it a few weeks back before he destroyed the city. Not a bad trade to save our skins.” 
 
    Jor turned her head in disgust. Who were these people? Why’d they allow the Drakku to have so much control? 
 
    The guards shoved them forward up the rickety steps of the gallows until they faced Grymryg. 
 
    “You’re the dragon that flew across the sky?” Jor asked. 
 
    A grin spread across his face. “What brings you heretics to our lands?” 
 
    “We seek Etain,” Ori replied. He smiled at the rest of the slayers as though he’d done something good. 
 
    Grymryg’s face turned to anger and he peered at Ori. “How dare you say her name,” he said quietly. “She seeks to unite the Drakku with your kind. She’s allowed us to die for you. The Drakku are worth more than weak human hides.” He inhaled deeply and turned to the crowd.  
 
    “These four stand before you accused of bringing the Eschar heresy across the land and confessing to aiding the enemy, Etain. Their sentence is death. If anyone cares to oppose this judgement, speak now.” The silent crowd waited, the tension growing stronger.  
 
    No! This can’t be happening. We have to get out! Jor thought.  
 
    She gazed out to the crowd. From their elevated position she could see far beyond the people in the square, but nothing looked like salvation from their predicament.  
 
    “You. Come here,” one of the guards called out to Ori. The guard wore a black stone around her neck. Jor’s eyes widened and she looked to Belthos, who had seen it, too. It was his onyx stone. 
 
    “No, please. We’re not here for trouble. We were only passing through,” Jor said. “We meant no harm. How can we be sentenced to death for that?” 
 
    Grymryg stretched his neck, turning his head to the side and back. “We don’t allow your horrible way of life to pervade our people. If we allow the enemy a foothold, it’s only a matter of time before they gain more. I’m in charge here. I dictate what happens. Etain and her followers have no say here. She’s flawed. Her leadership is doomed. When I take over the Drakku, the Order will be no more. Tregaron will be razed to the ground. The Drakku will fly freely over their ancient lands once again.” He made a motion to the guard, who shoved Ori toward the noose swinging in the breeze.  
 
    Ori tried to struggle but the guards were much larger. Belthos waved a hand in a feeble attempt to cast a spell but only managed to create a small ball of light that dissipated when he tried to force it at the guard. 
 
    “Stop this! We’re innocent!” Jor cried. 
 
    “None of you are,” Grymryg said, then turned to address the crowd. “The penalty for disobedience is death. The Drakku serve no one. It is you who serve us. These outsiders are here to confuse you and sow discord amongst you. They shall be an example to you all. Never turn to the wicked Order. Never turn from your duty to me.” 
 
    Someone screamed in the crowd, forcing everyone to turn.  
 
    To their left stood Ulkand and Helni. The little girl glowed and she created a bright red ball of light that hovered above her head. 
 
    “Heretics! We’ve been harboring the enemy!” Grymryg shouted.  
 
    “Now, men!” Jor called out. She rushed at the nearest guard, slamming herself at her. The sudden burst was enough to topple the large woman off the platform into the crowd below. Jor fell on top of her, temporarily losing her breath.  
 
    Shouts from behind her made her turn. The rest of her slayers fought against the remaining guards. Ori head-butted the guard with the onyx stone and blood ran down his face. As he scrambled at the woman, desperately trying to wrench the stone free, Jor was yanked backwards. 
 
    The guard had recovered and struck her in the face. She felt her nose crack and blood splattered on her cheek. Her vision blurred and shocks of pain swept across her. All around was chaos. People screamed and shouted. The guard continued to strike her. Bright red lights arched overhead. 
 
    Suddenly a blaze broke out from the stage, the flames reaching high behind the guard above her. A black beast soared overhead, casting a dark shadow on her. It seemed like she was hyperaware of her surroundings while the guard tried to attack her. Her arms moved in slow motion and never reached her. She felt her wrists break free of the iron rings and she scrambled away from the slow-moving fist aimed at her. Blood ran down her face and her nose throbbed, but she was free and the guard missed her target. 
 
    Whatever the reason for it, Jor was thankful for the freedom to defend herself. She struck at the guard, her hand moving in regular speed, and caught her in the eye. She didn’t deflect it or try to block it. She struck her five more times before the guard’s fist struck the ground where Jor should have been. 
 
    Slowly her hands raised upward to defend herself, but by then, Jor had punched her throat three times, using all her weight to try to collapse her esophagus. Jor leapt to her feet and kicked her in the face, her lip exploding in a burst of blood. One of her teeth went flying and Jor was mesmerized by the slowly twisting tooth as it left her mouth. 
 
    Jor left the guard and headed back to the platform to help her friends. They were all moving in slow steps. Jor seemed to be the only one moving in real time. 
 
    She went to the guard with the onyx stone first, yanking it off her neck while she struggled with Ori. Blood bloomed on his head from where he hit the guard.  
 
    Belthos was on his back with a guard over him. Tozgan had tried to knock the guard off the young Magus. All moved in an odd, slow way that accentuated their movements.  
 
    Jor shoved the onyx stone into Belthos’ pocket, and immediately he broke from the slowness and moved in real time. He rolled away from the guard. Jor watched his stone glow and the irons fell off his hands. 
 
    “What the…what’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I think Helni did something. She must be…she must be like you!” 
 
    Jor turned to the guard. “We need to get the guard while we can!” 
 
    The two of them attacked the guard that had been going after Belthos. The young Magus used the stone and crafted a spell that created a thin line of light that he waved like a blade. It sliced into the guard’s throat, spilling her blood slowly to the platform underneath him. The light vanished into nothing. 
 
    They grabbed Tozgan and he broke from the slowness, falling to the platform before they could catch him. 
 
    “You will not get me! I will—” He noticed where he was and looked around. “What happened?” 
 
    Belthos wove a spell, breaking the iron rings around Tozgan’s wrists. “Come on! We have to get Ori.” He reached out and lifted Tozgan from the platform. 
 
    Beyond the crowd, they noticed Helni with her arms raised and her body glowing. To Jor, she looked like one of Belthos’ stones, but in human form. Her father was yelling at her, but he too moved in slow motion. 
 
    As they turned to Ori, Jor saw it first.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    The guard had pierced Ori’s stomach with a knife, the blade completely covered in Ori’s flesh. The slow movement made the blood drip in agonizing drops. Ori’s face was frozen in surprise.  
 
    Belthos waved his hands and his stone glowed. He forced his hands outward and pushed the guard back, leaving a massive open wound. They rushed to Ori and when they touched him, he fell from the slow movement and collapsed on the platform.  
 
    Grymryg circled above them, roaring and spitting acid. He didn’t seem to be affected by the sudden slowness and soared above the crowd. Jor felt Belthos instinctively cover them in a spell of protection. 
 
    Red flaming balls shot from the ground toward Grymryg, striking the dragon’s wings. He roared and turned away from the slayers and headed back toward Helni and her father. 
 
    Jor didn’t have time for the dragon at the moment as they tried to stem Ori’s bleeding.  
 
    “Belthos, do something! Use your power!” Jor cried. 
 
    “I’m trying. You know my strength is not in healing!” 
 
    “Do what you have to. Save his life!” 
 
    The stone glowed again as Belthos tried his best to heal the deep wound. Tozgan had lunged at the guard and slit the woman’s throat. The guard didn’t resist and her face didn’t register the pain as she continued to move in slow motion.  
 
    “Jor, I can’t save him. The wound is too deep and my powers aren’t capable of mending him. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jor wiped her face, trying to calm her nerves. Grymryg’s roar snapped her out of her stupor and she looked up at the Onyx fighting back fireballs pummeled at him from Helni. The girl glowed brighter, and Jor feared she might burn herself out, if that were possible. 
 
    One last bright blast and Helni collapsed to the ground. Suddenly the slow motion everyone seemed caught in disappeared and the crowd erupted into chaos. Ulkand fell on top of his daughter as Grymryg’s talons ripped into him, shredding his back. 
 
    “It’s time for us to leave. The girl has saved us. Let’s not waste her efforts,” Tozgan said. He grabbed Ori under the arms and dragged him back off he platform, away from the crowd.  
 
    Jor and Belthos followed, the former novice wiping at tears on his face. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-One 
 
    Jor followed Tozgan as they navigated their way through the lawless crowd. Grymryg’s attempt to execute them in front of the crowd failed and she had no plans on allowing him a second chance. 
 
    Helni, she thought. We have to get the girl. 
 
    “We can’t leave her here. They’ll kill her!” 
 
    “Who?” Tozgan asked. 
 
    “Helni. The girl who saved us. We can’t let that dragon get to her. She helped us, it’s the least we can do.” 
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Tozgan turned, sweat pouring down his face. He set Ori on the ground. “Won’t her father help her? She’s not our concern now. Saving ourselves needs to be.” 
 
    “Jor’s right,” Belthos added, “we have to get Helni. She’s not safe here anymore. Not after what she did back there.” 
 
    “But you do see what they’ll do to us. Look at him!” Tozgan pointed to Ori’s lifeless body. 
 
    “It’s the risk we take for our actions. If I can spare that little girl’s life, I’m going to do it,” Jor replied. 
 
    “I’m going to help,” Belthos added. 
 
    Tozgan shook his head. “You two are crazy.” He looked to Ori and then back to them. “Fine. Can we at least bury Ori? He deserves that.” 
 
    Jor exhaled the deep breath she’d been holding in. “I’m sorry. We don’t have time or the means. It’s not right and we will avenge his death. But right now, we don’t have the time to spare.” She bent down to look at Ori’s face, running her hand along his cheek. He had done well for a crossbowman. He’d done his part in the hunt and was willing to do what it took in order to succeed. “I’m sorry, Ori. When we meet again, we can share tales of the hunt.”  
 
    Belthos helped Tozgan move their friend out of the street toward a building where they set him up against it. “Be well, friend. I await our next meeting.”  
 
    Tozgan took a moment with him, quietly making his peace, then the three of them left Ori and headed back toward the slowly dissipating crowd. 
 
    Jor pulled a sword from a dead guard. Tozgan brandished a knife. Belthos channeled his energy into the stone that glowed ominously around his neck. 
 
    “We can go wide of the crowd and hopefully miss any fanatics that would want our heads for Grymryg. Ulkand might be dead and Helni vulnerable. Be careful; we don’t want to end up dead ourselves,” Jor said. Adrenaline coursed through her, reminding her of how she felt on a hunt. It had been a long time since she flexed those muscles and now as they crept along the village streets, it felt right again.  
 
    Belthos cast a spell of protection on them, causing Jor to turn back to him.  
 
    “Just in case. It’ll help if Grymryg comes after us.” 
 
    They could hear the dragon’s roar as it circled above. Holes dotted his wings and his motion was less fluid than before. Helni did some serious damage, Jor thought.   
 
    Grymryg continued to rumble as they worked efficiently down nearly deserted streets. Most of the crowd was still assembled in the square to their right. People shouted for help and called for the heretics from Tregaron. 
 
    “Stay clear of them. We don’t have the ability to fight them all. We only need the girl; nothing more,” Jor cautioned. 
 
    “I’ll kill any guard who dares step in front of me. For Ori,” Tozgan said quietly. Jor couldn’t argue. She felt the same. 
 
    As they neared Ulkand and Helni, Jor noticed the man was bleeding profusely. Long strips of flesh hung from his back. His shirt had been shredded. He lay across Helni, who was struggling to free herself. 
 
    “Watch for problems,” Jor said to Belthos. The boy nodded and positioned himself to look back at the crowd and at the dragon above.  
 
    Tozgan stuck close to her side. 
 
    “Do you think she’s ok? To do what she did took a lot of energy. She might be pretty weak,” Tozgan said. 
 
    “I hope so. That girl is powerful. More than any Magus I’ve ever met. That horrid dragon will kill her if it knows she’s alive. We have to save her. It’s the least we can do for what she did for us.” 
 
    The two crept closer. 
 
    “Watch for the dragon,” Belthos called. “It’s looking your way.” 
 
    Jor looked over her shoulder and satisfied it wasn’t coming for them, rushed to the bodies on the street.  
 
    “Ulkand, are you all right? Helni, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Jor?” a muffled voice replied. “I think…I think he’s dead.” The girl cried softly. “Please see if he’s ok. He’s all I’ve got.” 
 
    Jor and Tozgan struggled to move Ulkand from Helni. When they finally turned him over, it was clear he was dead. 
 
    “Oh dear, I’m sorry. Your father…he’s gone.” Jor lifted Helni from the ground and cradled her, Ulkand’s blood soaking into her shirt. 
 
    Helni sobbed, clutching Jor tight.  
 
    “He was a good man, Helni; he won’t be forgotten.” 
 
    “He killed my father! Grymryg killed my father! We’re at peace with the Drakku. How could he do this?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Helni. I wish I could take it all away.” 
 
    “I hate him! I don’t care if dragon blood is in me! I hate him!” 
 
    “Come with us, Helni. We can help find your mother. We’re going to the Dragon Lands. We can protect you.” 
 
    “That’s what I was doing for you! I know you aren’t bad people. That boy is like me. How could they think you were bad?” 
 
    Jor slowly stood up, lifting Helni with her.  
 
    “It’s not safe here. Come with us.” 
 
    “I can’t leave my father! Where am I gonna go? I won’t leave him!” 
 
    Belthos called out to them. “Hey, Grymryg is coming back! He’s headed for us!” 
 
    Jor looked up and the large Onyx was barreling his way toward them, blustering his anger. 
 
    Helni broke from Jor and concentrated hard. 
 
    “No! Come back, Helni!” 
 
    The girl looked down and a deep red glow overcame her. When she faced skyward, her entire body shimmered in red. She extended her hands toward the dragon and a massive bolt of red lightning shot upwards. It speared the dragon’s wing, tearing it in two. Grymryg bellowed and crashed to the ground near the assembled people and landed on several of them. He rolled in agony as the villagers shouted in anger. 
 
    “What was that?” Belthos asked. “I’ve never seen any Magus do that! How did you…where did…” 
 
    “Helni! Let go of the power. It’s draining you. We need to go. Come with us. Your father is gone.” Jor tried pleading with the girl, trying to break her from the trance she was in. Finally Belthos approached her. 
 
    “I know the feeling, but you have to let go. You’re pulling in too much. It’s not good for you. Let go, Helni.” 
 
    The girl seemed to register his words and turned from the sky, her glow slowly fading. 
 
    “That’s it. Let go. It’ll be fine, I promise.” Belthos approached her and wrapped an arm around her. “Come with us, Helni. I can help you control that. If nothing else, we can talk about the power.” 
 
    “But my father,” she replied weakly. “I can’t leave him.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Belthos said as he crouched to her eye level. “Your father is gone. We can help get you to your mother. We’re going to the Dragon Lands. We’re searching for Etain and you can tag along. It’ll be great to share my knowledge with someone who might actually use it.” 
 
    “But…Father.” Helni broke from Belthos and ran to Ulkand’s lifeless body lying on the street. Blood pooled around him and his blank eyes stared upwards. 
 
    Shouts from the crowd grabbed their attention. 
 
    “We either take her or leave her. Either way, it’s time we got out of here,” Tozgan said.  
 
    “The time is now, Helni. Are you coming?” Jor extended a hand to her. 
 
    “I can’t leave my father! He’s all I have!” 
 
    Belthos leaned close to her. “It’s ok, Helni. You can grieve, but you aren’t safe here. Not anymore. Come with us.” 
 
    “They’re turning our way. I suggest we leave her. There’s no time left,” Tozgan said. He removed his cap and twisted it in his hands before putting it back on. 
 
    “Father…I’m sorry. I made a mistake. I won’t let them get me. I’ll find Mother. Please forgive me.” Helni clutched Belthos’ hand and the two walked quickly away.  
 
    Helni stopped and Jor watched as she glowed again. 
 
    “Helni, what are you doing? There’s no time—” 
 
    The girl let loose a thunderous boom followed by a bright white light. It was aimed at the villagers approaching them. 
 
    “We can go now. They won’t follow.” 
 
    Jor was speechless. Belthos followed Helni’s lead as she took them through the winding streets to the wilderness outside the village.  
 
    “I want my mother. I want to know more about me. How are we going to reach her?” Helni asked Belthos. She looked up at him with bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “We’ll find a way. I promise. Now tell me about your powers. How did you find out about them? When did you first discover them?” 
 
    “When I was five…” 
 
    Their voices trailed off as Jor held back with Tozgan. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Ori. I’m sorry this has become a disaster. If you want to turn around now, I won’t hold it against you.” 
 
    “Jor, I’ve come this far. I can’t up and leave now. This entire ordeal has been one problem after another, but I’m not one to quit easily. I’ve seen enough to know when I’m wrong. For my actions earlier, I apologize. I didn’t want anything else bad to happen and I thought I knew better. The boy is trying, I see that. My patience has been tested, but I see my error. I’m part of this quest. Don’t count me out at all. We’ll find Etain. We’ll find Lailoken. All of this will get straightened out, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tozgan. I’d hate to lose you. I hate losing anyone. First Darlonn, and now Ori…I can’t take much more. We need to find Lailoken and end this.” 
 
    “I do hope you’re right about that. The closer we get the more difficult things seem to be.” He nodded at Belthos and Helni. “She’ll be handy if she can control her power.” 
 
    “Belthos will be good for her, and she for him.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    Jor forced a smile as she contemplated their situation. With any luck, they’ll be in the Dragon Lands soon, a place she never dreamed she’d visit. But now, she had no choice. Her friend was there and she had to make it right with him. The world was changing around her and she had to adapt or find herself left behind. 
 
    “By Meanos, things are not easy,” she mumbled, following Tozgan through the thick forest as the sun started to set. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-Two 
 
    Lailoken struggled with the griffon. It tore at him with fearsome claws, attempting to rip him to shreds. He didn’t want this fight. They were part of the Drakku, with whom he was now allied. 
 
    He pushed back to avoid the claws and swung his blade in defense, hoping not to strike the griffon. The large beast snarled and swiped at him, nearly knocking him over. 
 
    Frendule cast wave after wave of protection on the men, staying clear of the fight. He shouted gibberish, words, and incantations Lailoken knew nothing about.  
 
    “It would help if you did something useful!” Thibaut cried out to the former Magus. 
 
    It was a useless gesture. The Order did not intervene in the dragon hunt other than to protect and heal the slayers. How would this be any different?  
 
    “Thibaut, let him be! Focus on the griffons instead! Try not to kill them. We need them on our side!” Lailoken swung his sword again, catching the tip of the griffon’s ear. Blood ran down in tiny rivulets.  
 
    Thibaut glared at him, but Lailoken let it slide. He did not survive death and spend time in the Dragon Lands learning about a past he never knew to only die because an old slayer didn’t know to pull back while the griffons believed he was a threat.  
 
    “Listen to me! We’re not here to hurt you! Grymryg is wrong. Etain knows what she’s doing. We’re united in our cause. Myrthyd is unleashing unspeakable evil at this very moment, and the more we fight each other, the more he wins. We have to stop my son!” 
 
    The griffons backed down and paced back and forth. Lailoken and Thibaut held their swords ready, Reinfrid with a crossbow. 
 
    Grymryg was right about you, slayer. You are a threat to the Drakku. Your life means nothing to us. Destroying the Order…that is everything. Their brutal ways have harmed our kind for centuries. We will remove them and follow Grymryg to glory. Etain promises only compromise and talking. Those days are over. 
 
    The griffon talking to him roared, pawing at the dirt.  
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    The men looked to Lailoken, confused. 
 
    “I ask again. What is your name?” 
 
    The griffon growled, then spoke.  
 
    Phanes.  
 
    “Good. Phanes, we mean no harm to you. Who is your companion?” 
 
    Both griffons roared, extending their wings. 
 
    Enough with the games! Grymryg wants you dead, and we seek to obey. 
 
    “Phanes, please, you must understand. Etain does not wish you harm. She wants to unite the Drakku and humans. We have a common foe and without your help, we may never succeed.” 
 
    Reinfrid backed away from the confrontation, his crossbow aimed at Phanes. “They speak to you? How can you hear them?” 
 
    Your death is welcomed among the Drakku. We will be heroes for our actions. 
 
    Phanes attacked Lailoken, catching the slayer by surprise. 
 
    “No! We must work together!” 
 
    His words rang out empty. The griffons had made up their mind. Grymryg had set them against him. 
 
    Phanes had pushed him to the ground. The other griffon lunged after Thibaut and Reinfrid yelled words of caution as he unleashed iron bolts. 
 
    The griffon’s massive paw smacked Lailoken’s face. Slashing white-hot heat covered his flesh and the griffon struck again. Claws dragged across his cheek. He felt the blood running down his skin. Struggling to free his sword, he tried to defend himself with his free hand. The griffon roared, deafening him. Then it snapped at him. He turned his head in time to avoid being bitten, the fetid stench of the beast’s breath, the sour odor of death, awaiting. 
 
    An iron bolt sunk into its shoulder and the griffon cried out. In its anger, it clawed at Lailoken with an intense fury. He felt the long talons sink into his chest, piercing his skin and digging.  
 
    Another bolt slammed into its back and the griffon shuddered as it howled in agony. 
 
    You deserve death, slayer! I will kill you all with my own claws! None of you shall live! 
 
    “I don’t want to harm you,” Lailoken managed to say. It was a great effort to speak with the weight of the creature on top of him and the searing pain of the gashes running across him. 
 
    Frendule must have cast a spell on him. Warmth enveloped him and his wounds were not as painful. He felt a burst of energy.  
 
    Lailoken pushed upwards into its chest and rolled to the side, avoiding the griffon’s attack. He leapt to his feet and held his sword with both hands. 
 
    “Phanes, stop this at once! The Drakku need you! Etain needs you!” 
 
    Reinfrid struck him again with a bolt to the chest. The griffon cried out. 
 
    “Reinfrid, no! We can keep them on our side. We have to show them the truth!” 
 
    The other griffon snarled and Lailoken chanced a look in its direction. Thibaut had been holding his own. Deep red gashes ran down the griffon’s limbs and chest. Blood spilled freely from the wounds like water. The slayer hobbled side to side, his injury from long ago affecting his ability to fight. 
 
    You are the cause of the Drakku’s destruction, slayer. I will not forget this. I will not ever allow you to forget the wrong you’ve inflicted on my kind. 
 
    Phanes snarled and swiped at the bolts stuck in its body. It tore free the one in its shoulder, pulling some of its flesh as well. 
 
    “Please see reason. Grymryg is using you to exact his vengeance. He doesn’t have the best interests of the Drakku at heart. We must unite against Myrthyd, the true enemy of us all.” 
 
    Lailoken’s body felt weak. Running from Grymryg and then fighting the Jade to facing the griffons. He had little left inside to continue on. The only chance he saw was to convince Phanes of the truth. 
 
    The other griffon tore at Thibaut, catching the slayer’s arm. The man cried out in agony.  
 
    “You will die!” 
 
    “No, Thibaut! We need them!” 
 
    Reinfrid shot another bolt, this time at the griffon attacking Thibaut. It slammed into its side, the bolt barely poking out from its hide. It roared again, bloody spit flying from its mouth. Thibaut went on the offensive, striking at it with his sword. 
 
    Phanes crashed into Lailoken, landing on top of him. He snarled and snapped jaws at the slayer. 
 
    Your death means everything to me. Grymryg rules the Drakku. Your precious Etain will no longer be free to continue her madness. 
 
    Lailoken held firm to the griffon’s shoulders, hoping to find some way out of this. Phanes still had a bolt lodged in its side from Reinfrid. Lailoken grabbed the bolt and yanked on it. Phanes howled and let up. Lailoken grasped the bolt and tugged, hoping to either pull it free or cause enough pain to force the griffon away. It was embedded in his muscle and wouldn’t let loose, but it did send enough pain to make him let go. Lailoken rolled to the side, distancing himself from Phanes. He rose to his knees. 
 
    “You have to stop this! I don’t want to kill you or your companion. I’m going to need you against the Gray Army! All of you are needed. Don’t you see what’s happening? There is something far worse than Etain coming for us all!” 
 
    Phanes stumbled, backing away from Lailoken. He swung his head from the slayer to Reinfrid, wary of another bolt from the crossbow. Thibaut and the other griffon were at a standstill, both bloody and tired. 
 
    “We must unite to end this threat! If we fight each other, the Gray Army will rule us all! Myrthyd’s madness must be stopped. We can’t do it without each other. Grymryg will never have enough to turn them back. As Drakku, you should know about the Gray Army!” 
 
    Phanes roared, the other griffon roaring her reply. Then he spoke to Lailoken. 
 
    You speak lies. Grymryg is powerful enough to repel any threat. Whatever this Gray Army is you speak of, it’s no concern of ours. You humans can deal with whatever problems you created. We don’t care. 
 
    “This is far larger than a problem for my people. It’s a threat to us all!” 
 
    Thibaut screamed out. “For Tregaron!” 
 
    Lailoken turned to him. The slayer hobbled his way toward the bloody griffon and slashed at her, knocking her shoulder and clipping her wing. The griffon roared and raised herself on her hind legs, swiping at him with her long talons. 
 
    “Thibaut, no!” Lailoken jumped to his feet and took two steps toward his old friend as Thibaut parried the griffon’s attack and slid a blade into her stomach. 
 
    Thibaut pushed until the point of his sword poked through her back. The griffon clawed at him, catching the side of his face, and tearing flesh off his cheek. Thibaut twisted the blade, the griffon howling wildly and striking out at him. She caught his head, and clamping on with both paws, roared and snapped at him. Her long teeth scraped his head, sending blood running down his face. 
 
    Everything seemed to move slower in time  and Lailoken witnessed every detail with extreme clarity. He was vaguely aware of Phanes screaming at him, then lunging at him, clawing his back and knocking him to the ground. 
 
    A warmth spread over him, either from Frendule’s magic or blood spilling over him; he wasn’t sure. 
 
    There was a time when he would’ve murdered both griffons without a second thought. They were unique creatures, but still part of the Drakku. There was a time when he considered them horrid creatures worthy of death. They were the cause of their recent problems in Tregaron and their blood prized by the Magus was sought after at all costs.  
 
    Those times were gone after acquiring the Blood Stone.  
 
    Myrthyd’s devious plans made him reconsider his loyalty to a cause he barely understood. Living among the Drakku with Etain opened his mind to the possibility that they weren’t evil beasts, but partners working together for the same cause. Knowing his daughter was a halfling only hastened his resolve to view things differently. 
 
    Now was a time to preserve what he could of a terrible situation and begin to change the world he thought he knew. 
 
    Lailoken squirmed out from under Phanes, ignoring the claws ripping into him as best he could. The searing pain burned as each new mark tore into him. 
 
    “Stop this!” he called out. Phanes was all fury, growling and snapping at the slayer. Then Phanes yelped as though bitten. The griffon stumbled to the side and Lailoken used the opportunity to free himself and gain distance from him. 
 
    An iron bolt was wedged into his side, protruding from Phanes’ tan hide. Blood ran down the contours of his body. 
 
    “No! No more death! No more fighting each other,” Lailoken said weakly. His strength faded fast. The blood ran freely from his own wounds. He stumbled and fell to one knee, trying to force himself back up. 
 
    He turned to the other fight and it was over. The griffon’s snout was buried in Thibaut’s chest. It ripped his flesh and crunched the bones inside. His friend’s body convulsed but he didn’t fight back. “No…please…stop,” Lailoken said, but the words were faint. The griffon looked up a moment, its blood covered snout sniffing the air as though catching the scent of more prey before delving back into Thibaut’s chest. 
 
    Phanes stumbled and fell to the ground. His wounds were dire. Reinfrid had punctured the griffon with at least five iron bolts and they had done their job.  
 
    You will die for your transgressions, slayer. I promise you, death awaits. 
 
    “Phanes, it didn’t have to be this way. I’ve realized my error. It’s time to unite.” Lailoken reached out toward the griffon as it closed its eyes and took one long breath before exhaling for the last time. 
 
    Lailoken fell to the ground, allowing the weakness to overcome him. He felt Frendule’s magic cover him and heard Reinfrid shouting something at the other griffon. He watched the man nock an iron bolt and shoot it. The griffon howled as the bolt found its mark. Then, realizing Phanes was dead, it jumped into the air, roaring as it circled them. It howled again and flew off screaming in pain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-Three 
 
    Lailoken opened his eyes when he heard birds singing. At first, everything was bright. Have I died? he thought, not for the first time. Slowly his eyes regained focus and the bright nothingness morphed into bright blue cloudless skies. He turned his head and felt stabbing pain in his sides. He caught a glimpse of green treetops before the pain forced him back to his former position. 
 
    “The great slayer awakens.” 
 
    It was a man’s voice. Familiar, yet he couldn’t place it. Thibaut? Darlonn? Lailoken scrolled through names, none seeming quite right. Finally, two faces appeared in front of him. 
 
    “Reinfrid…Frendule…where are we? What happened?” 
 
    Reinfrid smiled. “You had quite the battle with a griffon three days ago. I’m proud to say I helped the great slayer live! How are you feeling?” The man extended his hand and Lailoken grasped it. “Go easy, Lailoken, you’re still weak, even after Frendule’s been working on you.” 
 
    Lailoken pulled himself up and staggered, the world around him spinning. “Easy now, it’ll take time for you to adjust.” Reinfrid propped him up and helped steady him. 
 
    “What happened? Where’s Thibaut?” The mention of his friend’s name brought back horrific images of a griffon ripping into him, blood and flesh torn apart. “By Meanos,” he whispered, nearly collapsing. 
 
    “We buried him soon after the attack.” Reinfrid nodded to the side. Lailoken followed his gaze to a freshly dug mound.  
 
    “We’ve been waiting for you to come around. Dragons and griffons have been flying overhead constantly. It feels like being back south!” Reinfrid smiled. Frendule chuckled, but it seemed forced. 
 
    “We have to get to Etain. All of this is wrong. We need to work with the Drakku. Myrthyd’s power is too much. What he plans to do affects us all, and he has no idea how destructive they are. All Drakku are in trouble.” 
 
    “Why does a former slayer care so much about the Drakku? Why not let them fight it out? Why involve yourself?” 
 
    Reinfrid helped Lailoken to a log to sit. Frendule brought him a mug of ale; from where, he didn’t know. He sipped, enjoying the taste as it slid down his throat. 
 
    “We aren’t in Tregaron, so it doesn’t matter what I say anyway.” Lailoken drank again and continued. “My daughter is a halfling. What Myrthyd intends on unleashing is a terrible creature called a night-wraith. These are dragon souls trapped within the Blood Stone. They have the ability to infest the dreams of halflings. From there—” 
 
    “The Blood Stone is dangerous to us all. Drakku and halflings get the worst, but consequences are dire for us. Bad times ahead. Bad times, indeed,” Frendule said, breaking his silence. 
 
    “The Magus speaks truth. The Blood Stone, the very gem I discovered in Dragonfire Peak, is an object of horrific power. When Myrthyd uses it to command the night-wraith, he commands them to devour halfling dreams.” He winced, an unseen injury screaming for his attention. 
 
    Reinfrid shrugged. “I have no problem with the Drakku or halflings. They’re commonplace from where I’m from. There’s two or three in Queen Pethunia’s court as we speak. How does devouring a dream harm anything?” 
 
    “When the night-wraith consumes it all, the halfling is turned into a gray-soul under Myrthyd’s total control.” 
 
    Reinfrid stroked his beard. “A gray-soul…” he said absently. “Frendule, we encountered some on the way here, didn’t we? What did Thibaut say about them?” 
 
    Frendule shook his head. “He called them bastard children of the Drakku. Half right, he was. Gray-souls are dead, but not. The Blood Stone allows them, the night-wraith makes them, Myrthyd controls them. Wrong. Wrong. Wrong!” The Magus threw his arms back into the air and muttered unintelligible words. 
 
    Lailoken paused as he was about to speak, allowing the pain to subside. “Where…where did you find the gray-souls? Were you here in the Dragon Lands?” 
 
    Reinfrid considered the question, stroking his beard before he spoke. “No,” he began slowly. “I think we were in the Dragonback Mountains, if my memory is correct. I thought we stumbled upon a bear at first, but then we saw the gray creature. It had been a woman at one time, but now was entirely gray with decaying skin and clumps of hair missing. Her rotten mouth was black as night. Thibaut urged us to move on. Frendule here wanted to study it. He kept mumbling about an ancient curse or some such thing.” 
 
    “From what I understand, the Magus is half-right. Still, they are a threat,” he paused, holding his side. 
 
    “Frendule, isn’t there anything else you can do for him?” 
 
    The Magus waved his hands, his stone glowing. Lailoken felt the power settle over him and the pain vanished, leaving only a faint remembrance of it. 
 
    “Thank you, Frendule,” Lailoken replied. He could sit upright but dared not push his luck and moved slowly. 
 
    “The gray-souls are coming. The Gray Army is amassing somewhere hidden within the mountains. Etain has asked me…” he paused again, though this time not from pain.  
 
    “Frendule—” 
 
    Lailoken held up a hand. “No, I’m fine. Just collecting my thoughts.” 
 
    The Magus nodded and returned to his incoherent muttering. 
 
    “Etain has asked me to lead an army to oppose the forces of Myrthyd.” 
 
    Reinfrid gasped. “The great slayer leading an army? Of what…dragons?” 
 
    Lailoken chuckled. “Yeah, I guess that about sums it up. I’m to lead human and Drakku alike. Myrthyd’s Gray Army must be stopped. My naiveté in giving him the Blood Stone and unleashing this curse compels me to fix the problem. The only solution I understood was to join with my former enemies against a force much more sinister than anything I could imagine.” 
 
    “Thibaut would be disappointed to know you turned sides. Truth be told, he wasn’t the smartest man I’ve ever encountered.” 
 
    Lailoken nodded. Thibaut had his moments, but Reinfrid wasn’t wrong. His old friend, now dead and buried nearby, was loyal to a fault. It was that loyalty which placed him in the dirt. There would be time to grieve, but now was not the time. The Gray Army waited for no one, and the longer they were allowed to build their ranks, the harder it would be to wipe them out. 
 
    “Reinfrid, come with me. Help me lead this army. You’re familiar with the Drakku. Maybe they’d trust you more than me. No one from Tregaron could possibly lead the Drakku without serious opposition. Your background and experience will come in handy.” 
 
    “What about your slayers…your friends? Jor, was it? She’s a fine warrior.” 
 
    A grin creased Lailoken’s face. “That, she is,” he said softly. “If I ever get the chance to meet up with her again, I’ll have to forgive her for trying to kill me.” He rubbed his chest where her sword pierced him. 
 
    “Kill you?” Reinfrid’s face twisted in puzzlement. 
 
    “It’s a long story. She’s not to blame, but if I know her, she believes she is. I’d certainly want her on my side, but when the Drakku see her and I attempting to lead them, how skeptical do you think they’ll be? At least with you at my side, they’ll recognize someone who doesn’t have a history of slaughtering them.” 
 
    “Other than that griffon, you mean?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “If the remaining one tells of what happened here, your plan might not succeed.” 
 
    “Does that mean you will?” 
 
    Reinfrid sighed, stroking his beard. “It means you’ve convinced me a terrible plight is soon to come and if I ever want to see home again, I’d better do something about it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, after gaining his strength and daily healing spells from Frendule, Lailoken was ready to move. Etain was hidden away and he needed to find her first before they assembled their forces. There was much work to be done and time was growing shorter.  
 
    They left the camp and headed back to the west, avoiding the cavern where he witnessed Grymryg’s betrayal and Etain’s injury.  
 
    “What do you know of this land?” Reinfrid asked him. Frendule said little, often drifting away from them and inspecting plants he’d never seen before. 
 
    “It’s teeming with life. The Drakku fly freely throughout. There are very few human settlements, as far as I know. The time I spent here has been with the Drakku, and other than when they changed into human form, I’ve not seen any people.” 
 
    “There are a couple coastal towns to the north and west of us. I’ve visited before as a passenger on cargo ships from the south.” 
 
    Lailoken cocked his head to the side. 
 
    “What? I’m a curious man. I like to know things. I was interested in what trading towns in the Dragon Lands were like. Turns out not much different than our own. Maybe a few more dragons flying about, but nothing else.” 
 
    “Sounds like maybe we ought to visit them. Surely someone would have information about Etain. If nothing else, rumors persist and can be exchanged for the right amount of coin.” 
 
    “It might not be safe for our Magus friend, here. His kind is not welcome in these lands.” 
 
    “We’ll do something. I don’t know what yet, but we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    They watched Frendule wave his hands in the air and even though he was a good hundred feet away, they could see the stone glowing around his neck, imbued with the blood of a dragon, allowing him to channel his innate powers and amplify them to greatness.  
 
    With the coming conflict, Lailoken wondered if the Order would soon come to an end. And if they did, so would the need for dragon slayers. The world was changing, and he was both a symbol of the old ways and the cause of the new. As both the agent of change and the instrument of it, he carried a heavy burden. What was to come frightened him.  
 
    But fear made people act, and he determined to act on the side of right. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-Four 
 
    Myrthyd sat at a large black polished table in a room rarely used by the Order. He purposefully chose the setting to meet with the four Tower Keepers. It was set away from the rest of the Black Magus and easier to keep hidden. His meeting was important and he didn’t want prying ears and constant interruptions.  
 
    Brindy poured mugs of ale for the participants, setting the mugs at the five respective places on the table. 
 
    “You can stay when they arrive. I will need a record of this moment. When they try to swindle me and gain an advantage through our deal, I’ll need evidence of what transpired. Brindy, my boy, one day your name will go down in history as the chronicler of our greatest achievement. I do hope you’re ready for your fame.” 
 
    The boy smiled. “I’ll do my best to not miss a thing, Kull Naga.” He finished preparing the table and fetched his sheaves of paper and a quill, ready for what was about to happen. 
 
    Myrthyd cracked his knuckles and stroked his beard. He intended on not compelling the Keepers to his side. It would be much better if they came to the proper conclusion on their own without him interfering, but if the conversation took a turn, he was prepared. He patted the Blood Stone in his pocket, assuring himself it was at hand. What he was about to do was risky but necessary. He wanted them to know not only the extent of his power, but what they had to work with. He’d never attempted to link, but Drexon’s tome was clear: it was possible and extremely dangerous. If done incorrectly, it led to loss of power and possible death, never to be reborn again. It was a chance he was willing to take. The stakes were too high. 
 
    A soft rap on the door indicated one of the Keepers had arrived. Myrthyd nodded to Brindy, who crossed the sparse room to open the door.  
 
    “Keeper Enaxx, please come in.” Brindy opened the door wide and with a flourish of his hand, escorted the Keeper of the Crimson Tower to the table and Myrthyd. 
 
    “Magus Enaxx, it’s my pleasure. It’s been quite some time since we met.” Myrthyd approached the Magus dressed in a deep red robe with a garnet tied around his neck on a leather cord. Enaxx was older, maybe old enough to be Myrthyd’s father, with thin brown hair and a long, pointed nose. His eyes were bloodshot and his skin tanned from too much time in the elements. He had a thin beard and crooked teeth. 
 
    “My Kull,” he replied in a weak voice, bowing. Myrthyd grasped his hand and shook it.  
 
    “Please, Magus Enaxx, have a seat. The others should be here any moment.” 
 
    As if on cue, a knock at the door introduced Keeper Manathon from the Verdant Tower, followed by Keeper Ogran from the Blue Tower. He was a thick man with snow-white hair and black eyebrows and a black beard, and his bright blue woolen robe was tied with a black sash. Brindy held the door open for them and waited, watching down the hall until the last Keeper arrived. Keeper Romari from the Opal Tower. She walked with an air of elegance and power, her white woolen robe flowing around her. Her straight blonde hair hung down her back and was tied around her head with a thin leather cord. The rest of the Keepers stood from their seats when she entered, her piercing blue eyes scanning the faces.  
 
    Myrthyd forced a smile. There should be no women as  Keepers, but those in the north of Tregaron had held onto misguided beliefs; one more thing for him to correct while Kull. For now, he’d have to work with Romari and the Opal Tower because he needed them for his cause. 
 
    “Keeper Romari, welcome,” he said. “Please have a seat at the table.” 
 
    As the group took their seats, Myrthyd looked around the room. “We represent the combined authority and power of the Order of Eschar in Tregaron. What we decide will change the fate of our Order and our land forever.” 
 
    Keeper Ogran cleared his throat. “Kull Naga, why exactly have you called us here? What do you need from us? I feel as though we’ve been left in the dark.” 
 
    Myrthyd noticed Menathon and Enaxx nodding their ascent and Romari keeping her composure, not giving anything away. 
 
    “My dear, Ogran, and all of you for that matter, my plan is simple: return Tregaron to its former glory. Remove the Drakku blight upon our lands and feed our people. Do those goals sound misplaced to any of you?” 
 
    None said a word. 
 
    “Excellent. Let me assure you, what we face will not be easy. The task at hand will take time to carry out. Centuries of Order neglect cannot be undone in one single event.” 
 
    “Kull Naga,” Romari began, her voice honey sweet and alluring. For a moment, Myrthyd lost his thought. “We are here at your call, and as Keepers of our Towers and Order tradition, we don’t take kindly to accusations that we are negligent in our duties.” 
 
    “Keeper Romari, no one is accusing you of anything. I brought you all here to share my grand vision and to seek your support for what’s to come.” 
 
    “What exactly is to come?” Her blue eyes fell on him, making him feel as though she would strike out at any moment. He’d have to be careful with her. 
 
    “A return to greatness. No more hunger. No more Drakku influence. Imagine: a world where we rule without halflings and dragons.” 
 
    Enaxx spoke. “I for one would welcome that day. Whatever you have planned, I expect to know soon. You’ve talked a lot with little to show for it.” 
 
    “And that is why I’ve summoned you all here. I’ve learned a thing or two since becoming the Kull. Here. Grab my hand.” He reached out to Menathon to his left and Ogran to his right. “The rest of you, grasp one another’s hands and complete the circle. I promise, you’ll appreciate what I have in store next.” 
 
    Ogran grasped Enaxx’s hand, who in turn reached out to Romari. She gently placed her hand in his and hesitated to grab hold of Menathon.  
 
    “Go ahead; he won’t bite.”  
 
    The Verdant Keeper smiled and held his hand out for Romari.  
 
    “Whatever games you intend to play, get them over soon.” Romari placed her hand in Menathon’s. 
 
    “Be ready. You’ll never believe your eyes where we’re going next.”  
 
    Myrthyd channeled energy into the Blood Stone, seeking entrance to the strange world and the night-wraith Chepon.  
 
    The five of them were soon falling in darkness. Someone screamed. Was it Enaxx? Myrthyd wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Relax, all of you. Give yourselves over to me and I will take us there. Trust me.” 
 
    The darkness rushed past them. Myrthyd spotted a circle of color and directed them toward it. It grew larger until a valley appeared. Green rolling plains and sunlit treetops whooshed by. Soon they were standing on the ground. 
 
    “Where are we?” Menathon asked. 
 
    “Is this place real?” Ogran added. 
 
    “I assure you we are safe. This is a real depiction of a real place, but yet it’s not real.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Romari asked, turning her blue-eyed gaze upon him. 
 
    “What I mean is, it is like looking through a window that only sees out. They cannot see us. Only the night-wraith can.” 
 
    “The…night-wraith? The dark soul of a dragon?” Ogran asked. 
 
    “My servant and connection to this place. She is the instrument to victory.” 
 
    A black streak crossed the sky. It was Chepon devouring the dream-state, eating her way across blue skies and leaving behind a line of blackness.  
 
    “There she is now. Wraith, come!” Myrthyd’s voice boomed across the landscape. The night-wraith turned toward him and carefully dropped from the sky, landing in front of the group. Romari gasped. The others took a few steps back. 
 
    “What is your bidding, master?” 
 
    “That thing is hideous! It’s dead!” Enaxx cried out, pointing at it.  
 
    “This is unnatural. It should never exist,” Menathon added. 
 
    Myrthyd shook his head. “The wraith is under my total control. She does my bidding and has for quite a while. Wraith, take us to the valley. Show my guests the army we have secured.” 
 
    Chepon looked on the rest of the Magus with her smoky eyes. 
 
    “But Master…” 
 
    “Do it now,” Myrthyd growled. 
 
    Chepon bowed her head and extended a tattered wing. 
 
    “Climb on,” Myrthyd said. 
 
    When none of them moved, he went first. “Come. You have something important to see.” 
 
    Menathon, Enaxx, and Ogran followed. It took Romari a moment before she climbed up the wraith’s back. 
 
    “Hold on. I don’t want to lose anyone!” Myrthyd grinned and gripped Chepon’s back, clutching a spine in his hands. 
 
    Chepon leapt into the sky, at first not going too high, then struggled to push herself and her riders higher and higher. Soon they were peering down on a landscape that flew past them. 
 
    “Is that…the wall?” Menathon asked, pointing to their right. 
 
    “Indeed it is. Can you see your Tower from here?” 
 
    They all turned to the right and saw the tip of the Verdant Tower poking above a low cloud. 
 
    “By Meanos,” Menathon whispered. 
 
    Chepon flew steady and straight, heading for the valley in the Dragonback Mountains where Myrthyd had collected the gray-souls. The Keepers voiced their astonishment at seeing Tregaron from such a vantage point. Every once in a while, a dragon appeared and vanished again into nothingness. 
 
    Treetops raced by. Impassable mountains were flown over. Myrthyd enjoyed the freedom in the air, but understood it came at the price of using his enemy’s natural inclination to fly. 
 
    “Almost there,” he shouted over his shoulder,  but not that any of them were listening. They were far too busy ogling the landscape. He heard them call out various features and landmarks, expressing their joy at such a sight. 
 
    Chepon started her descent, dropping from the sky in a slow circle. 
 
    “Down there is our victory.” 
 
    The Keepers struggled to see what Myrthyd was talking about.  
 
    “All I see are people,” Enaxx said. 
 
    “In a way, they once were. Now they are our forces. Wraith, drop us over there.” Myrthyd pointed at a rocky ledge overlooking the valley. The night-wraith gently glided toward it and landed, lowering her wing for the riders to climb down. 
 
    “Come this way.” Myrthyd waved a hand for them to follow him. He stood at the edge looking down. He heard their gnashing teeth and constant moaning. 
 
    The rest of the Keepers joined him, standing to either side of him. 
 
    “By Meanos, what is that?” Romari asked, holding a hand to her mouth. 
 
    “That is an army of gray-souls. Those are—I mean were—halflings. Have you realized there have been no executions lately? They are why,” he said holding his hand out indicating the horde below. 
 
    “How is that possible?” Ogran asked. 
 
    “Because of the wraith.” He stated this as though it were a known fact. 
 
    “The wraith?” 
 
    “My dear Ogran, when I acquired the Blood Stone, it gave me immense powers over the Drakku. I’ve tapped into powers so ancient that no one even remembers them. What you see down there are creatures that follow my every whim. When we unleash them, the Drakku will have no escape. Halflings and those heretics in the south will have no answer for them.” 
 
    “The Gray Army,” Menathon whispered. “You’ve summoned the Gray Army.” 
 
    “This is the source of my confidence. When the time is right, we shall invade the south and correct their mistakes. We will be able to feed our people once again. The Drakku will be eliminated and not only Tregaron, but all of Rowyth will live under truth.” 
 
    “Why show us this?” Enaxx asked. He and the rest of the Keepers turned their attention from the horde to Myrthyd, who grinned back at them. 
 
    “We need to raise an army of our own. Slayers, crossbowmen, and foot soldiers. They will lead the charge and the…Gray Army, you called it…will finish it. Use your Tower guards to begin the process. They will all fall under my control, with Tukra at the head. I’ve given him command of the Black Tower troops, and he’ll be the head of the entire combined forces. You have two months to raise an army from your lands and send them to the Black Tower. We will be united in our cause for truth.” 
 
    The Keepers stared at him, their mouths hanging open. 
 
    “You want us to hand over our Tower guards and troops from our lands?” Enaxx spoke, his face betraying his anger. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I want. Send me your best. Keep a token garrison at your Towers, but we need as many fighters as possible.” 
 
    “Why not just send them?” Ogran asked, indicating the gray-souls in the valley below. 
 
    “We need people who know when to stop and know when to collect the spoils of victory.” 
 
    The Keepers were silent for a long time, when finally Menathon spoke. 
 
    “The Verdant Tower will honor your request.” 
 
    One by one, the Keepers fell in line, each one pledging their support. Even Romari, who seemed hesitant, finally gave her consent. 
 
    “Perfect. You are all going to be part of history. One day, the chroniclers will look back at us as the saviors of Tregaron. Your actions will be remembered for eternity.” 
 
    As they left the overlook on the back of Chepon, Myrthyd felt a growing sense of victory within. Gaining their support without the need of compulsion meant their decisions were stronger and carried more weight. They’d support him because they wanted to. They would finally unite to take on the most serious crisis Tregaron had ever faced. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-Five 
 
    An old storehouse on the edge of Kulketh was given over freely to the Black Tower and converted to a barracks. Myrthyd sent the call for any dragonslayer to come join his forces with the promise of leadership and coin. So far, he’d received fifty crossbowmen and close to thirty slayers skilled with the sword. Far less than he expected, but it was a good start. 
 
    Reports from the other four towers were similar. They had a core group of dragonslayers, but not as many as expected.  
 
    Myrthyd toured the grounds, watching as slayers practiced together. Brindy walked alongside Myrthyd, ready for whatever the Kull might need. The Tower Guards were added to the group, his head guardsman Tukra placed in charge of the forces. Myrthyd spotted him across the yard and walked his way. As he got closer, he stopped when he heard Tukra screaming at another Tower Guard, a new one by the sound of it. 
 
    “Get your mother’s small clothes out of your ears, boy! You attack someone like that, and your throat will be slit in no time! Chop down! Chop down or you’ll die. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes…yes sir.” 
 
    “Now do it again and do it right. Fail me and I might turn you over to the Drakku.” 
 
    The guard scurried back to the fighting ring and was quickly dispatched by his opponent. 
 
    “For the love of Meanos! Get back to the barracks and wait for me!” Tukra threw his hands in the air and turned away. He was a tall man, thickly built with long graying hair. Unlike most men, he was fiercely opposed to beards, saying they gave the enemy something to hold onto. His dark skin and black clothing gave him an ominous presence.  
 
    “Tukra, it’s good to see you again!” Myrthyd approached the man, who bowed slightly. Myrthyd waited for him to rise and extended his hand. 
 
    “Kull Naga, I wasn’t expecting you. My apologies if I was out of line just now.” 
 
    “No, not at all! These fighters must learn discipline. They must be ready for what’s to come. Our future depends on it. Have you had enough food for all of them?” 
 
    The Tower kept a supply of food for emergencies and Myrthyd had tapped into that resource for the army he was building. It wouldn’t last long, but he hoped it would make service more attractive. 
 
    “We have. We’re also getting new recruits daily. My guess is we’ve received at least twenty per day. With the call out for three weeks now, we’ve grown steadily. I hear the other Towers are experiencing similar results.” 
 
    Myrthyd smiled. He knew the numbers. Other than the tower in Bayfrost, all the rest were gaining recruits at the same speed as the Black Tower. The Lapiz Magus were far behind and ignored many of his calls to increase recruitment. They may need some persuasion to get on board, and he was ready to force them. 
 
    “Kull, we lack weapons. The blacksmith is woefully behind. My estimates place our weapons at about half of what we need. I’ve directed more resources to him, giving him five apprentices, but it might be some time before they get up to speed.” 
 
    Myrthyd nodded, knowing they were lacking, but also knowing the great gray-soul force he’d been accumulating would do the brunt of the damage. 
 
    “Arm them with spears and pikes if you have to. Make sure the crossbowmen have an abundance of bolts. Those will be most helpful. Swords and maces are the least of our needs.” 
 
    “But Kull, if we go to war—” 
 
    “You forget, Tukra. I have a force unlike anything we’ve ever seen. They will be our battering ram and our shield. You will have Magus protection when we engage the enemy. We’ll be more equipped than you imagine.” 
 
    “Yes, my Kull.” 
 
    A small boy ran up to Tukra.  
 
    “Sir, my apologies for the interruption. A fight has broken out in the barracks. Cernod sent me to fetch you.” 
 
    “Always with the fighting! Tell him I’m on my way.” 
 
    The boy ran off, slipping in the dirt as he turned a corner. 
 
    “I must attend to the brutes. Please forgive my haste.” 
 
    “Do what you must, Tukra. Get these men ready. We have a war to fight and a land to save.” 
 
    Tukra bowed and loped off after the boy, his gray hair flowing behind him. 
 
    “Brindy, you are witness to an amazing and wonderful time in Tregaron history. I want you to record history as it unfolds. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    The novice turned to Myrthyd. Though he was only a few years younger, Myrthyd saw the boy as barely able to think for himself, as though he needed a wet nurse.  
 
    “Of course, Kull Naga. It’s an honor, sir. I’m excited about this coming change. I bet it’s going to be great! When we get to eat again, I’ll have the official record of how we got there!” 
 
    Myrthyd smiled and they continued to inspect the training grounds. 
 
    Crossbowmen were set up near the edge of the property teaching groups of five how to crank the weapon, carefully place the bolt, and aim for their target. From the looks of the wooden practice targets, they needed more practice.  
 
    It won’t be long before I call upon these fighters to stand up for their land. With the gray-soul army I’ve assembled, it will be sure victory for us. The south will know nothing of what we bring and nothing will stop us. The Drakku will meet their end and my people will suffer no more. 
 
    Myrthyd stood transfixed by the practice, lost in his thoughts of what was to come. The words of the ancient spell once again came back to him. 
 
      
 
    From dark crystal once hidden now found 
 
    Comes power unchecked, unbound. 
 
    Fill the onyx with a dragon’s soul 
 
    And own the dream, the dreamer whole. 
 
      
 
    Find the crystal among a dragon’s back 
 
    Within a cavern, dark and black. 
 
    Slay the keeper and take the gem 
 
    Power eternal, over dragon, over men. 
 
      
 
    The dragon soul you will bind, 
 
    A night-wraith to destroy the mind. 
 
    The living will live among the dead, 
 
    When you control the visions within their head. 
 
      
 
    Vile offspring of a dragon’s lie 
 
    Controlled by the onyx eye. 
 
    Within the fatal dragon fate, 
 
    Power of yours, a night-wraith.  
 
      
 
    Myrthyd clung to the Blood Stone hidden within his cloak, its warm sensation comforting him. Since acquiring it from that wretched fool Lailoken, he never left it out of reach. Its power was unlike any stone he’d ever held. Its black surface streaked with blood-red lines enraptured him. Often as he gazed into it, faint blue streaks could be seen darting back and forth inside it. He suspected there was more than one night-wraith inside, but so far, he failed to uncover the truth. If he could increase his power over Chepon, he’d unravel the mystery and then force the night-wraith to suffer for her deception. 
 
    “Sir, look at that!” 
 
    Brindy’s voice interrupted his thoughts and Myrthyd followed the boy’s outstretched arm as he pointed at the sky. 
 
    A dragon. An Opal dragon. It darted across the sky, emitting lightning bolts. Thunder crackled.  
 
    “The enemy. It has come to destroy our lands and injure our people.” It was too far away to attack, as though it knew it could taunt them freely. 
 
    “One day we’ll never have to worry about the Drakku infecting our world. We’ll wipe them out until their blood no longer remains. Not a single drop will ever stain Tregaron again.” 
 
    The Opal circled a cloud, then cut through, emerging on the other side where it spit forks of lightning into the blue sky. A few seconds later, the thunder followed. It was intense and caught some of the trainees off guard. Two of the men firing crossbows missed badly, their bolts lodging into the dirt in front of the target as they were startled by the sound. Several others crouched or covered their ears.  
 
    “You see that, Brindy? Our people cower from the Drakku. We should never be forced to do such a thing. We are stronger than that! No animal should ever dominate us like they do. It’s not natural and it does much harm to us.” He shook his head, clutching the Blood Stone in a tight grip,  and forcing himself to back off from unleashing his power. 
 
    The Opal dashed across the sky and flew to the west, disappearing. Myrthyd stared at where the Opal had been, watching and waiting for it to return. When he waited long enough, he continued his walk around the camp. 
 
    To their left was a stable with more horses than he’d seen in a long time. The animals did not perform for the Magus. It was a long-standing Magus tradition to never use them because no matter how hard they tried, even with the aid of their power, they could never tame the beasts. They always went feral and wild. He’d seen dragonslayers use them and they were extremely useful creatures for most of Tregaron, but for the Magus, they were nothing but a hinderance.  
 
    Men were being trained how to use a lance while on horseback. Two Tower guards worked with a small group to show them how to hold the lance and how to charge an enemy. They used a stuffed shirt tied to a pole as a target and they charged and struck it with their long wooden lances. They seemed to be doing much better than the crossbowmen. There was hope yet that the human counterpart to his gray-soul army would hold their own in the coming conflict.  
 
    Myrthyd grew bored of the camp. “Brindy, we can go now. I see we are on target for what’s to come. It’s time we return to the Tower and complete our preparations. Come, we shall take our leave.” 
 
    A line from the spell flashed across his mind. 
 
      
 
    The living will live among the dead. 
 
      
 
    The line meant more now. His people would soon find themselves amongst the gray-souls forced to fight for them. Though they may worry about such creatures, they’d be entirely under his control. They would exist only to serve him. They would help end the curse upon their land. It was only a matter of time. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-Six 
 
    Alushia and Ryn remained at their camp for three days. Daily they fought and killed stray gray-souls that wandered off from the nearby valley. A small pile of them were at the edge of their camp, a reminder of the dangers they faced. 
 
    “Alushia, I think my leg is better. I’ve not tried to change back yet, but like before, I can sense I have the ability.” 
 
    “Good. I want to be far from here. These things remind me too much of Brida.” She tossed their latest attacker, a small woman with her scalp completely gone, into the pile. “By Meanos, there has to be at least twenty here,” she grumbled. They barely got any sleep, as they were constantly on alert for intruders. They took turns standing watch, but still it wasn’t enough. 
 
    “Do you know where my mother is? How close are we to the Dragon Lands? Are the Drakku prepared for this?” Alushia’s mind raced. Knowing what the enemy was, how dangerous they could be ignited within her a fierce determination to see it through, no matter what the social implications were for her back in Tregaron. Halfling or not, the gray-soul army was something for all to fear. Finding her father was no longer her primary drive. Finding her mother, the leader of the Drakku, and joining forces with her to stop what Myrthyd had set in motion took precedence. No one should have to experience what she did in the loss of Brida. 
 
    “We’re pretty close. Where your mother is, I’m not entirely sure. I expect to find her at her mountain, but she could be anywhere. We’ll get there and find out for sure. If not, at least we’ll be safe there while we wait.” 
 
    “What do you think the Drakku are gonna say about me?” 
 
    “Other than you’re a beautiful woman inside and out? That you have an enormous heart for others? That you—” 
 
    She blushed, waving her hand. “No. What do you think they’ll say about me being a halfling? The daughter of none other than Lailoken, slayer to the Black Tower.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” He grinned. “They won’t like who your father is, but as Etain’s daughter, they don’t have a choice, do they? I can vouch for you, whatever good that will do. I’ve seen enough to know you aren’t a normal Tregaron blindly following Order rule. They should, too.” 
 
    “Should? What if they don’t?” 
 
    “Then they’ll have to face the wrath of your mother, and no one wants that.” 
 
    They packed up what few things they had left, Alushia filling her bag and slinging it on her back. “Ready?” 
 
    Ryn nodded. He closed his eyes and she watched a vein bulge on his forehead. He struggled for several moments then let go, opening his eyes to look at her. “I…I can’t. I’m still too weak. I can feel it. Just at the edge of my power I can feel it, as though ready for me to grasp. Soon. I’ll have my true self back soon.” 
 
    “I kinda like this version of you. It makes it easier for me to kiss you.” She moved closer, his musky scent penetrating her soul, and planted a kiss on his cheek. This time, it was his turn to blush.  
 
    “I can carry that for now. You enjoy not having any burden.” Ryn grabbed her bag, slung it over his shoulder, and grasped her hand. “This way.” 
 
    Alushia took a long look back toward the valley and where Brida spent her last moments in life. “Goodbye, girl. I’m gonna miss you.” She let Ryn lead her away to the west toward the Dragon Lands. 
 
    They weren’t far from the camp when they heard a loud roar overhead. Ryn snapped his face to the sky. “That’s not a dragon.” 
 
    “Not a dragon? What is it, then?” 
 
    “A griffon.” 
 
    “A what? Why are they here?” 
 
    “Something’s stirred our southern cousins. What we’re about to face must be worse than I thought. We have to hurry back to your mother. It’s more important now than—” 
 
    One of the griffons crashed through the trees nearby. It slammed to the ground, moaning loudly.  
 
    “We have to check on it!” Alushia said, racing toward it. 
 
    “Be careful! They’re not exactly the friendliest!” 
 
    Alushia ignored Ryn and closed in on the griffon. It clawed aimlessly at the air, its tail moving in a haphazard fashion. A large black bolt protruded from its side. Blood streamed down from the wound. 
 
    “Oh no!” Alushia gasped and held a hand over her mouth. “What did this?” 
 
    By then, Ryn had approached her. “Watch yourself! If it feels threatened, it will attack.” 
 
    Alushia listened as a voice spoke to her within her mind. 
 
    Are you here to destroy me? What is it you want from me? Are you— 
 
    The griffon raised its head to get a peek at her. You are Drakku. I sense it within you. Help me. Please help me. 
 
    The griffon’s voice weakened as it spoke. 
 
    “What can I do? I’m no healer. You need a Magus.” 
 
    No! Do not bring those horrible creatures near me! 
 
    “No, no of course not. I only meant I have no skill in healing.” 
 
    She watched as the griffon rolled to the side, roaring with the motion. 
 
    “Alushia, we can’t do much for the poor thing.” 
 
    “Who did this to you? Where is the enemy?”  
 
    Not far. To the north. Four men in black. Near a gathering of the gray. Its voice was strained. 
 
    “We’ve been there. The enemy grows stronger. I’m so sorry this happened to you. How…how can I help?” 
 
    My name…my name is Erion. Scout Erion. I…I am sorry I couldn’t do more. Gray Army. Rises again. Must…must fight. 
 
    The griffon’s head fell to the ground and it let out a loud hiss. Then, its chest stopped moving and the voice was gone. 
 
    Alushia turned away, not wanting to stare at death once again. There were too many dead already. Why were they forced to continue? Myrthyd’s evil overwhelmed her. It was growing stronger each day and they were paying the price for it. 
 
    Ryn wrapped an arm around her. “It’s ok. It died trying to save the rest of us. That horde of gray bodies—the Gray Army, it called it—has to be stopped. We know where it is. We know we need help. Getting to Etain is our best option now. With the full force of the Drakku behind us, how can we lose?” 
 
    Alushia cried softly. She didn’t know the griffon, Erion, but she knew death. It reminded her again of Brida. She tried to shove the thought down, but it refused to budge. 
 
    “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. We’ll face whatever it is together.” Ryn’s words were comforting, but not enough to quell the pain inside. Alushia let the grief consume her, every painful memory of watching her father be injured and Brida’s death stabbed her like tiny points of fire. She cursed the dragon blood running through her. Without it, she wouldn’t experience such heartache because she’d never be in this position. She cursed her mother, cursed her father, cursed everything around her. 
 
    “Let it out. I’m here for you. You don’t have to face this alone.” 
 
    Alushia’s brain screamed. He was Drakku! His race had done this! Without them interfering with humanity, none of this would be happening! She’d never have felt this pain. Her father would be fine. Brida would be alive. Erion, whoever he was, would be alive. Why did the Drakku have to mingle their blood with humans? None of it was right! 
 
    Inside she screamed. Loud, guttural, vicious screams of pain and agony. Ryn held tighter, unafraid to stay close. 
 
    When her voice gave out, Alushia let go. She could no longer hold onto the anger, to the pain, to the guilt of being alive. None of this was right, but none of it was wrong. The dragon blood within her wasn’t the cause. The Drakku weren’t at fault, and neither were the Magus. All of it stemmed from hate and lack of understanding. If each side knew the other, maybe they’d rid the animosity from among them. 
 
    “I’m…sorry. I didn’t mean it.” 
 
    “Mean what? You’re upset. I didn’t know the griffon either, but his death wasn’t right.” 
 
    “I’m just…sorry. I know none of it was your fault.” 
 
    “My fault?” 
 
    “Not yours. But yours. The Drakku. I get it now.” 
 
    “We aren’t safe out here. We need to get out quickly. Maybe after another day I can change back. I won’t let anything harm you. I swear.” 
 
    Ryn hugged her again and she felt warmth and love in the embrace. She never wanted to lose that sensation. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thirty-Seven 
 
    The next day after witnessing the griffon’s death, it happened. Ryn’s body healed enough for him to change back to his usual dragon form. 
 
    Alushia, wake up! I did it! I’m back! We can leave now! 
 
    She woke to the sun overhead and Ryn’s voice bouncing inside her skull. 
 
    “Ok, ok. I hear you. Where are—”  
 
    Ryn streaked across the sky, roaring and spitting fire. 
 
    “Well, good morning to you, too,” Alushia said. 
 
    Ryn swirled and danced in the sky, his long tail trailing behind him. He flipped and circled on himself, a massive deep red ball of a dragon playing like a child in the sky. Alushia smiled as she watched him. He was free. He was himself; not causing destruction or burning crops as the Order would have them believe. He was playing like any other young person. He was giddy and enjoying life. How wrong the people of Tregaron were led by the false teachings of the Order. But why? What did they gain by lying to their people? Their powers were rooted in dragon blood. With no dragons, there was no blood, and without blood, there was no power. 
 
    Ryn cried out in her head again. Alushia! We can go now. I’m ready. Do you hear that? I’m ready! I’m healed! 
 
    “Then come down and get me. I don’t want to be here anymore.” 
 
    The dragon circled her and gently lowered himself to the ground, his large wings causing dust and leaves to swirl around him. When he landed, he peered at her with large yellow eyes. Your escort has arrived, my dear. His voice was comical as though a servant aiding royalty. 
 
    She grabbed her bag, slung it on her shoulder, and climbed up his wing until situated on his back, grasping a spike just above his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m ready to go. Onward and upward!” 
 
    She heard Ryn’s laugh in her head and he flapped his large wings, ascending into the bright sky above. 
 
    They flew for hours, Ryn chattering away about life and the Drakku, and how Alushia would be more than capable of living amongst her kind. 
 
    “But what exactly is my kind?” 
 
    The Drakku, of course. 
 
    “Why, though? I’m not fully Drakku. Does having some dragon blood running through me mean I’m Drakku? What about my human side?” 
 
    Of course, you’re Drakku! Why wouldn’t you be? 
 
    “Because I have a human father. Do I deny that part of me now? Why can’t I be both?” 
 
    But…because…I don’t know! 
 
    Alushia giggled and that was the end of the conversation. 
 
    Do you need a break? I can land. We’re close to the Dragon Lands now. 
 
    “No, keep going. I don’t want to stop until we reach it. The last time we stopped…” 
 
    I know. It’s ok. If you can keep going, so can I. 
 
    Ryn flew steady to the west. They passed over several small villages and one large town.  
 
    That’s Lostcrest, the last of the larger towns. Once we get past this forest, we’ll be in the Dragon Lands. 
 
    Alushia poked her head over his neck. Below them was a town about the size of Kulketh. In the center was a large black building with a spire on the top. 
 
    They’re mostly migrants from the south who come to pay respects to the Drakku. It’s a friendly place, just so long as you aren’t from Tregaron. They’ve got no patience for the Magus down there. 
 
    “I’ll make sure not to visit!” 
 
    Why not? You’d be fine. You’re a halfling.  
 
    She watched it pass beneath them, the view shifting from ordered streets to treetops of various shades of green. 
 
    “Is your strength enough to take us there? I remember last time you were pretty weak after your injury.” 
 
    So far, I’m fine. I’m getting a bit tired, but I know how close we are. I’ll get us there. Trust me. 
 
    Close to an hour later, Alushia heard a cry of joy from Ryn like she’d never heard before. 
 
    We’re there! We’re there! Look down. See that mountain and the ledge? See the Drakku flying around? That’s it! Home! 
 
    Ryn roared as he dashed across the sky. Alushia’s heart raced. All her life she’d been afraid of dragons. She was taught to hate them and allow the dragonslayers like her father kill them. Now…now she was close to meeting her mother, a dragon herself, and live amongst the Drakku.  
 
    There were Opal, Garnet, and Onyx dragons in the sky, lazily flying over the land. Alushia marveled at all the shapes and sizes. It was like nothing she’d ever seen. The forest below stretched as far as she could see, but everywhere she looked, there were dragons. 
 
    She wondered what she would’ve thought, had she seen this as a young girl. She’d probably be deathly afraid and call her father to kill the “bad guys” while she clung to Brida. Poor Brida would probably have been anxious to be on the ground if she were with them now. 
 
    Streaks of flames raced across the sky as Garnets breathed their deadly fire. Clouds of acidic vapor burst forth from the Onyx dragons and Opals let loose bolts of lightning, creating a series of thunder.  
 
    The sounds of home! I haven’t been so anxious to be back here since…ever! You’re gonna love it here. I can’t wait ‘til you get to meet your mother. 
 
    Ryn blew fire from his mouth. His excitement was powerful.  
 
    As he circled the cavern’s entrance above, Alushia noted a large Onyx dragon with tattered wings seated in a place of prominence. Several other dragons attended to him; Jade dragons scurrying every which way on the platform, while others flew off with purpose. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Alushia pointed at him, as though Ryn could see her. 
 
    Who’s what? 
 
    “The Onyx down there. Who is that? Is that my mother?” 
 
    No. She’s Garnet. You know that. 
 
    “Then why are they treating the dragon like it’s in charge?” 
 
    She’s got many Drakku helping her, as any leader would. I bet she’s with your father, and soon you will all be together again. 
 
    The thought of reuniting with her father excited her. It had been a long time since she’d seen him, and even then, he looked to be close to death. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end with the anticipation.  
 
    Ryn landed on the stone platform and the dragons there stopped what they were doing and stared at them. Alushia climbed down and stood next to him, eying those around her with a touch of fear. 
 
    Ryn stretched and approached the Onyx the rest were working for. 
 
    I know him. He’s Grymryg. He’ll know where your mother is. 
 
    Alushia shifted on her feet and listened as Ryn spoke. 
 
    Hello, Grymryg! I’ve come for Etain. Is she here? 
 
    Ryn? You’ve been gone from us for some time. Where’d you sneak off to? 
 
    I’ve been in Tregaron.  
 
    A loud collective gasp came from the dragons nearby. Alushia sensed something wasn’t quite right. Ryn continued on as though he hadn’t heard it. 
 
    Etain ordered me there to conduct recon in case something happened. And it did! I found her daughter Alushia! 
 
    The Onyx dragon, Grymryg, looked past Ryn to her. Alushia felt his eyes bore into her. Grymryg’s nostrils flared and he turned back to Ryn. 
 
    Etain’s daughter? 
 
    Yes. Do you know where she is? We’ve traveled far to meet her. There’s danger in Tregaron and across the mountains. The Gray Army is assembled. 
 
    Grymryg inhaled deeply and regarded those around him before he spoke. 
 
    Etain is with the girl’s father. Wait here with us. She’ll be back soon. 
 
    Alushia swore she saw a grin cross the dragon’s face. 
 
    Excellent. It’s good to be home. I’ll show her around. 
 
    Grymryg snorted. Make sure she doesn’t get in the way. 
 
    In the way? Of course not!  
 
    Ryn turned back to her and she smiled at him, not knowing what else to do. 
 
    I welcome you, daughter of Etain. The Dragon Lands are a wonder to behold. The Drakku have lived here for centuries. Not many from your land ever gets to see this. I do hope you enjoy your stay. 
 
    “Thank you, Grymryg. I’m excited to be here. I’m excited to be amongst the Drakku. Your hospitality is welcoming.” 
 
    Indrar, please make sure your half-sister is welcomed amongst the Drakku. 
 
    “Half-sister?” Alushia spoke out-loud. 
 
    A Garnet dragon that walked with a slight limp appeared from the cavern.  
 
    Hello, Alushia. I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time. I’ve already met your father.  
 
    “You have?” A flood of emotions swept through her. Who was this dragon? She had a half-brother?  
 
    Grymryg dismissed them and Indrar led Alushia and Ryn to the cavern. 
 
    This way. We can wait inside the mountain. It’s a beautiful place. Grymryg has done amazing things for the Drakku. 
 
    Alushia followed, wary of the dragon eyes staring at her. She felt an unease, like being inside the Black Tower. She felt a presence of danger, but hoped it was something else. Growing up taught to hate the Drakku, she now knew better. They were on her side. They weren’t the evil the Order made them out to be.  
 
    But why did she feel so nervous in the midst of them? Why did this walk inside the cavern lined with dragons of every breed feel more dangerous than the gray-souls? 
 
    “Ryn, something’s not right.” 
 
    I assure you that everything is fine. Your mother will be back soon, I promise. Besides, Indrar is here! I haven’t seen him since he was a tiny little thing. You two will have a lot to catch up on. 
 
    She wished she could claim his promise sooner rather than later. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Rogue Skies 
 
    Don’t forget to grab your copy of the Rogue Skies boxed set. For only .99, you get 25 science fiction and fantasy novels, home of my exclusive story Curse of the Drakku: Origins. Pre-order your copy today! (Oh, and if you do, go to the Rogue Skies website and redeem your order confirmation for Rogues Gallery, a special short story collection for FREE!) 
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